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Performance
Appraisals ~ Am
Opportunity for
Improved Management

Adepted from a speech given by Mr.
Krieger on June 18 at the American
Management Associalion's Performance
Appraigal Workshop.

With the enactment of the Civil
Service Reform Act, Federal
fmanagers now have a tool to help
tham more effectively evaluate
their employses. That tool is the

- act’s most (Fiportant companent—

the performance appraisal provi-
sions.

Many managers—and particu-
larly personnal managers—probabfy
fjeel they are being reformed to
death. Civil service reform, ethics
reform, pay raform—they all seem
to hit at once and certainly do not
make the managers work any
easler.

But there is no question that the
Civil Service Reform Act addresses
some Issues which for far too long
have been Ignored. One of these—
and | think it is at the very heart of
reform—is the recognition that
human resources management Is
cruclal.in achieving program goals,
that it no longer belongs - exclu-
sivelyin the personnel offices, and
that it néeds to receive more
attention trom line managers.

In general, Federal managers
have tended to underemphasize
human resources activities and
focus almost exclusively on pro-
gram management. Managers who
are responsible for program results

have too often been unfamiliar with -

personnel functiona like selecting,
promoting, and developing em-
ployees. It is difflcult for them to
see a direct connection between
human resources management and
program goals. Personnet activities
tend to be viewed as burdensome—

as roadblocks which hamper

schieveémiant of pregra.m goals. As
a result, empioyees are not evalu-
ways that would optimize their
contribution to .an organization.
The Civll Service Reform Act

may make it more difflcult for line
managers to escape accountabitity
for human resources management.
Managérs will now be required to
set performance standards for their
employees and base personnel
actions, such as promotion, devel-
opment, removal, reassignment
and, in some cases, pay, on the
achievement of these standards.

} want to stress, however, thal as
with any plece of niew legislation,
improvement resuiting from civil
service reform will depend on the
commitment of the managers and
agenicies who must implement it.
We must avold the view that it
simply Imposes on us new tasks
that must be pulled off aa ‘axpedi-
ently as possible. It would be
impossible for me to overempha-
gize how crucial it is that civil
service reform be viewed as an
opportunity for improved organiza-
tional performance—a tool far bet-
ter management. This requires, of
course, the dedication of a tremen-
dous amount of time and resour-
ces. Above all, It reguires recognl-
tion of the Importance of the link
between human resources manage-
ment and program results. The key
to this link, and therefore to the
opportunity for better management,
is in a sound performance appralsat
system.

GAQ's Contribution

The General Accounting Office
has long been committed to Im-
proving hUman resources manage-
ment in the Federal sector: The
Federal Personnel and Compensa-
tion Division was established in
1972 exclusively to scrutipize the
Federai Govemment's personnel
policies and programs, GAO has
often stressed the need for more
emphasis on and improvement in
human resources management. We
have specifically addressed prob-
lems with performance appraisals
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in Fedaral agencies. A report we
issued last year pointed out that
performance rating systems for
Fedaral emptoyees have generally
falied to

s provide sufficient guidance
and training for managers to
administer appralsals with

an understanding of how
they should relate to other
management objectives,

s gdequately Inform em-
ployees about the quality of
their performance In specific
terms, and

» provide management with
sufficient information on
which to base personnel
declsions necessary to im-
prove organizational effec-
tiveness. _

The appraisal systems we ex-
amined then tended to give a
single adjectival rating, based
largely on an observation of per-
sonal tralts. Graphic, trait-based
rating scales have simply not pro-
vided useful performance data
which can be used as a foundation
for important management deci-
slons. In addition, Jt is unlikely
that a trait-based system can meet
the validation requiremants in the
Federal Uniform Guidelines on
Employee Selection,

Our Indictment of existing Fed-
eral employee evaluation systems
by no means implies épposition to
the concept of performance appral-

. sal. We feel that, while present
systems often fail to meet many
management objdctives, perfor-
mance appraisais can and should
be one of the chief instrumaents, If
not the ¢hief instrument, in making
personnél decisions. Weconcluded
in our 1978 report that performanca
appraisal systems could serve as a
basis to improve performance and
employee development if they pro-
vided for

* preestablished performance
standdrds, communication
of expectations to em-
ployees, and raview of and
feedback on achievements;

= employee participation in
setting performance stan-
dards;

+ adequate trailning for man-
agers to make appraisals

and use them as a manage-

ment tool;
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* a link between the perfor-
mance appraisal and other
personnel actions; and

» sufficlent written justitica-’
tion and review to ensure
that evidence of perfor-
mance matches the rating.

Civil Service Reform -
A Response

Wae feel that our efforts in this

area have 3Ignificantly contributed -

to the growing recognition of
human resources management is-
sues in generadl and performance
appraisal problems in particular.
The Civil Service Reform Act is, at
least in part, a response to thls
growing recognition and, specifi-
cally, to some of the deficiencies
pointed out in the GAO report pre-
Viously clted

cles” performance appraisal sys-
tems to provide for

* encouragement of employse
participation in setting per-
formance standards,

' s.use of performance stan-
dards as the basis for ap-
praisals,

* communication of perfor-
mance standards and critical
Job elements to employees
-at the beginning of the
period being appraised, and

* helping employee$ improve
performance.

In addition, the act specifies that
appraisals are to serve as the basis
for such personnel actions as
tralning, rewards, reassignment,
promotion, reduction in grade, and
removal. Merit pay decisions for
GS-13—15's and performance
awards for Senior Executives are
also to be based on performance
appraisals.

For the first time, line managers
in the Federal Government will be
required to forma!ly set parfor-
mance standards and critical job
elements for their employees and
link pay and other personnel ac-
standards and elemants. If these
perforrnance standards and critical
elements are viewed in terms of
program goals, personnel actions
are more likely to b viewed Iin
terms of how they relate to pro-

gram results than they have been
in the past.

Implementing Reform

The Civll Service Reform Act by
stself howaver, does not guarantee

ful management tool in the Federal
Govarnment. The act lays the
groundwork. It provides the impe-
tus for improvement. its success,
however, depends on the commit-
ment of agéncles to devote the
time, etfort, and resources needed
to perform the extremely difficult
task of integrating personne! func-
tions with program goals—of set-
ting up appraisal systems with a
clear, fair, and objective link to
personfel activities and program
objectives,

What the act does make certain
is that, since it requires perfor-
mance appraisals to serve as the

basis for promotions, training,
awards, reassignment, grade re-
duction, removal, and, in some

cases, pay, it is extremaly lmpor-
tant that they avoid the pitfalls of
the traditional Federal systems
mentioned earlier. As you may
know, GAQ is required under the
Civil Service Reform Act to spot-
check agencies” appraisal systems
and report its findings to OPM and
the Congress. | would like very
briefly to discuss a few of the
general considerations we will take -
into account in discharging this
responsibility.

First, ths traditional trait-based
systems which Federal agencies
have used for so long must be
avoided. As our 1978 report shows,
these systems provide inadequate
information for both managers and
their employees on how to improve
performance. Edward Lawler of the
Uriversity of Michigan writes:

Traits are simply an Inade-
quate basis for appraising per-
formance. They are guaranteed
to produce defensiveness, rig-
idity on the part of subor-
dinates, and inadequate feed-
back.

Some appralsal systams, which
have been tried for several years In
private industry, seem to maet
most of the requirements of the .
Civil Service Reform Act. Manage-
ment-by-objectives, for example,
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requires preestablished perfor-
mance standards, employee parti-
cipation in setting standards, regu-
lar feedback, and a link between
appraisals and personne! actions. |
understand that many agéncies
intend to set up some type of MBO

system in implementing civil ser-’

vice reform.

While on the sirfacé this ap-
pears fo be a step in the right
directjon, MBO Is no guaranteed
panacea. It does not, by itself,
ensure that thess agencles will
have workable systems. For exam-
ple, some MBQ gystems are so

output-oriented that they pay in-

adequate attention to how outputs
ara achieved. Without also apprais-

ing the process of achjeving out-

puts, there is ilttle a supervisor can
do to improve effectiveness in the
future. A number of considerations
come into play, whatever the name
of the system Is that is being used.

Second, appralsals must be di-
verse enough to sérve the différent
management functions for which
they are intended. They must be
capable of, as objectively as pos-
sible, making assessments which
‘can serve as the basis for a variety
of personnel actions. They must be
able to provide criteria for selecting
those who deserve pay raises or
promotions; identifying areas of
deficiéncy to inform employees of
their weaknesses; identifying those
who need development and those
who have development _potentlal,
who should be reassigned and
where.

Third, training in administering
appraisals must be thorough. It is
not enough to briefly introduce
managers 1o the mechanics of an
appralisal system. Training must
sarve at least two additional pur-
poses. These are to

¢ traln the manager to under-
stand the Importance of per-
formance appralsal as aman-
agement tool so that it will
be exercised not just be-
cause.it |s required but also
because it helps achieve
program goals and

* davelop in the manager the
interpersconal skills neéded
to conduct performance ap-
praisals; this involves set-
ting performance standards,
-communicating them to em-
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ployees, completing: rating
torms, providing feedback
on performance to the em-
ployees, and trarslating the
rating into personnel ac-
tions.

Thorough training will be a com-
plex and time~consuming activity.
But we belleve it is one of the. most
¢rucial determinants of whether or
not appraisals will work. -
Fourth, managers must be moti-
vated to Use the system. A very
important element of building an
effective appraisal system lies In
providing Incentives and reducing
disincentives for its use. Perfor-
mance apprai¢al is a poténtially
traumatic and conflict-laden event.

Many people, both raters_ and
ratees, prefer to avoid it. As a
result, appraisals often recelve

only pro forma attention, and the
potential benefits of the process
are compromised. Organizations
must therefore support the system
by tying the rewards of raters to
their effectiveness in conducting
performance appraisals. The ability
to assess feedback and use perfor-
mance information should be a
critical element in the job of every
supervisor. L
Line managers will inevitably
push for relatively simple systems.
Thelr rationale will usuaily be that
they cannot afford to spsnd time
and effort on appraisal because

- thay need.to get thé work out. This
orlentation stems from the way in

which managers have traditichaily
viewed the performance appraisal
process. It has usually been seén
as an “additional duty"—a task
which Is ancillary to their main job.
This way of thinking must be
changed Managers must come to
view performance appralsal as a
continuous and integral part of
their Jobs, not as a periodic
add-on.
. Fiith, the system must be evalu-
ated. Without continuous,
thorough évaluation, it is impos-
sible to know whether the system
is achieving its aims. An informa-
tion system must be established
and maintained so that data can be
compared over time. Only in this
way can shortcomings be Identified
and the system adjusted as needed.
Sixth, a great deal of time,
resources, and expartise must be
committed to designing, imple-

menting, and administering perfor-
mance appraisal systems to ensure
that the link between appraisals
and personnel actions is as clear,
fair, and objective as possm!e
Experience in industry and in some

‘State and local governments shows

that implementing ‘a system with
minimal subjectivity and maximum
employes acceptance is no easy
task.

Put yourselves, for a moment, in
the position of an employee whose
salary Increase Is 'soon to be
determined according to perfor-
mance appralsal. In this instance,
your supervisor feels that you have
just met but not exceeded the per-
formance standards éstablishad
mutually at the start of the apprais-
al period. According to agency pro-
cedures, your rating entitles you to
recelve full comparabllity, but no
more, Without the new merit pay
system, you would normally have
received a step increase during this
particular year. This time, of
course, you do not. At the same
time an employee at your grade
level hag received an outstanding
rating and, thus, a sizeabte merit
increase. Yo’u fe'elr that your work
has been at least as good as your
colleague’'s. As you can see, and
have undoubtedly already con-
sidered, a great deal of animosity
and some serious morale probléms
can result. This same scenaric can
also apply to promotion decisions
and selection for development pro-
grams.

At the time declsions such as
these are made, no employee
should be surprised by his or her
supervisors feelings concerning
his or her performance. In imple-
menting appraisal systems, agen-
cles, therefore, should be certaln
that ‘they Include a process of
continuous communication be-
tween subordinate and supeérvisor,
and that the link batween the final
rating and any pay or other person-
nel decisions Is clear, fair, objec-
tive, and by all means, consistent.

Even the best system, however,
cannot be totally free of subjec-
tivity. And there will inevitably be
receive monetary awards as a
result of thelr appraisals and others
do not. Certainly some cases will
be appealed to the Merit Systems
Protection Board on the claim that
they violate prohibited personnel



al“e:-l"m'ma.m.:e Apprllnl-q'"An Opportunity for Improved 'Manngmeut

practices, and some will be chai-
fenged in the courts. 1t is therefore
extremely important that each
agency include in its appraisal
system a formal, concise means of
Justifying the appraisal process,
the rating resulting from each
appraisal, and each personnel ac-
tion resulting from an appraisal.
All that has been described is, of
course, an expensive and time-
consuming process. But it perfor-
mance appraisals are truly to serve

as a tool for better manidgement,-

each step of the process is abso-
lotely essential. Performance ap-
praisal can no longéer be considered
an end in itself, but must be con-
sidered part of the entire manage-
ment process. We too often view
performance appraisal as a task o
be performed once or twice a year,
rather than a process which s an
integral part of managing. If agen-
cies do not spend the time and
resources to determine how the
appralsa! process can lead to
improved personnel management
decisions and how these decisions
can be integrated with organiza-
tional objectives, they might as
well not even waste the effort to
set them up.

We believe it is worth the effort.
The appraisal process—if imple-
mented and operated properly—
can serve to enrich the quality of
the Federal workforce. But man-
agers must be aware of how
appraisals relate to other. personnel
actlons, And, the thinking of Fed-
eral managers on the importance of
human resources management as a
part of program management must
be reshapsd..

Conehuion

The most important thing to
remember is that clvil service
reform is only a framework for
improved performance appraisal
and human resources manage-
‘meant. 1t is by no means a guaran-
tee. One need only be reminded of
thé Performance Rating Act of 1950
to realize that a law alone cannot
force improved management. The
1950 law raguired that emptoyees
be rated on the basls of perfor-
mance requirements which had
been communicated to them. It

also required that appraisals be

used to improve employee perfor-
mance. Yet, as our 1978 report
pointed out, and as most of you

know, appraisals have geherally

‘not bean based on performance
requirements which had been com- -
municated to employees and have .

not been used to improve employee
performance.

By the same token, the Civil
Service Reform Act's mandate is
not enough to guarantee better
management uniess

» managers themselves be-
come convinced that per-
sonnel management Is a
crucial aspect of program
management and

* agencies and managers are
strongly committed to tak-
ing the time and expending
the resources necessary to
carefully set up and admini-

ster appraisal systemswhich

tairly, objectively, and ac-
curately link appraisats to
other personnel decisions.

This sounds like a lot of hard
work. It is. But, as | have said, it is
well worth the effort for the im-
provements [n managemeént which
can result.
~ We welcome civil sarvice reform's
recognition that human resources
rmanagement must receive more
attention from program managers
at the working level. It is, after all,
people who run programs, This is
not 80 much a lofty philogophical
notion as it is a practical con-
sideration. Only by Improving the

“ability of pedple to contribute to

organizational goals can organi-
zational improvement occur. ‘And
only through continuous, accurate
evaluation can people’s contribu-
tions be enhanced. With the proper
awaréness and commitment, civil
service reform may serve as a
foundation for this. Without it, the

. act is meaningless.
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