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Rater Communication Goals in Performance Appraisals

John Littlefield and Ron Sarnoff

University of Texas Health Science Center at San Antonio
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Theoretical Framework

The measurement roots of performance appraisals (PA) are in psycho physical scaling where
mathematical relationships have been demonstrated between the intensity of a physical stimulus
(e.g., a 100 decibel noise) and its perceived intensity by a human judge (Stevens, 1962). Like
psycho physical scaling, PA requires a quantitative judgment regarding the perceived level of a
stimulus (e.g., the quality of another person's performance). Unfortunately, there is no physical
scale (e.g., decibels) to independently measure the level of a PA stimulus. Videotapes of a task
being performed (e.g., a physician interviewing a patient) have been used to provide a standardized
stimulus for raters to assess (Van der Vleuten et. al., 1989). However, PA most often involves
judging performance in on-the-job settings where ratee tasks are numerous and the opportunities
for the rater to observe are variable. In the 1960's and 70's, researchers sought an ideal PA rating
format to structure rater judgments. This proved fruitless and in 1980 a comprehensive review of
PA research recommended abandoning the search for ideal rating scales and focusing instead on
the cognitive processes used by raters in judging performance (Landy & Farr, 1980).

Recent theoretical work regarding PA goes beyond the psycho physical scaling orientation in
which job performance was measured by summing masks on a ratng form to generate a numerical
score. PA is viewed as a social and communication process in which raters are goal-directed when
they assign ratings (Murphy & Cleveland, 1995). Goal-directed rater PA theory includes four
components: rating conte.a - the organizational environment and values, performance judgment
the rater's private evaluation of ratee performance, performance rating - the numbers and written
comments marked on a rating form, and evaluation - the way ratings are used by an organization
to make personnel decisions. Goal-directed rater PA includes the psycho physical scaling
orientation (i.e., the performance rating), but also recognizes the influence of the other three
components.

This study focuses on two components of the goal-directed rater PA theory: rating context and
performance rating. The rating context is a large civil service organization that must produce
documentation for attorney promotion decisions. The organization has defined three broad
categories of attorney performance: 1. Case analysis and preparation skills, 2. Advocacy and
communication skills, and 3. Role attitude, work habits and leadership skills. These three
categories provide a framework for raters to use in judging ratee performance and communicating
those judgments to the organization. Each broad performance category is further defined by three
to seven detailed performance dimensions to aid in making the categorical judgments. Performance
ratings are written documentation of a message the rater wishes to convey to the audiences who
will read the rating form. The performance ratings in this study are viewed as communications
from the attorney supervisors to organizational executives and also to the individual attorneys
whose performance has been evaluated.

From a test validity perspective, it is important that ratings on detailed performance dimensions
can be summarized by the three broad performance categories defined on the PA form. Messick
(1995) identifies a structural aspect of validity that appraises the extent to which the internal
structure of the assessment is consistent with the structure of the performance domain.
In this context, the attorney performance domain has been defined as consisting of three broad
categories each supported by detailed performance dimensions. Ratings on the detailed dimensions
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should be internally consistent with the three broad categories. Research in medical education has
shown that raters do not make independent decisions on detailed performance dimensions.
Instead, their ratings on forms with 10 or more performance dimensions can be summarized by
two factors: knowledge/problem solving and interpersonal skills (Ramsey et. al., 1993; Maxim &
Dielman, 1987). These two factors provide a strucNre for the physician performance domain as
viewed by the raters.

The primary goal of this study is to determine whether raters in this context communicate their
PA judgments using the three broad categories of attorney performance as defined by the
organization's PA form. If they do, then the ratings on numerous detailed performance
dimensions can be summarized by the three broad categories of attorney performance and the PA
system has validity in its structural aspect. If their ratings on detailed performance dimensions
can be represented by one or two broad categories then the attorney performance domain and its
associated PA form should be revised to reflect those categories.

Methods and Data Source

Ratees consisted of all Deputy Public Defender III attorneys who applied for promotion in the
Law Offices of the Los Angeles County Public Defender. These attorneys represent the defense in
trials of difficult criminal cases and are evaluated annually by their supervisors. During the first
year of the study, the professional performance of 142 attorneys was appraised by 18 supervisors.
During the second year of the study, performance of 174 attorneys was appraised by 18
supervisors. Some individual ratees were included in both years of the study. The exact number
of ratees who were rated in both years cannot be determined because names were deleted from the
research data files to ensure confidentiality of PA information.

Those Deputy Public Defender III attorneys who apply for promotion receive their supervisor's
appraisal of 15 skills deemed important for them to advance to Deputy Public Defender IV. The 15
performance dimensions are grouped into three broad categories: Case Analysis and Preparation
(seven dimensions), Advocacy and Communication (five dimensions), and Role Attitude, Work
Habits and Leadership (three dimensions). The rater's task is to mark an overall rating for each
of the three broad categories using a numerical scale of 1 to 12. The three overall ratings are used
to make administrative decisions. The three overall ratings are not an arithmetic average of their
related component dimensions, but instead, according to the rater instruction manual, are ...
"comprised of the interaction of the components as applied to each individual candidate." The
rater also marks the 15 performance dimensions using the same scale of 1 to 12 in order to provide
feedback to ratees. Data analyses were based on the 15 performance scores for each attorney in
each year of the study, but did not include the three overall ratings.

Principal components were calculated on 15 scores for each ratee in year one and also in year
two of the study (SAS Inc., 1989). A scree test (Cattell, 1966) was used to identify factors whose
eigenvalues were substantially larger than the remaining eigenvalues. Then the selected factors
were rotated to a Varimax criterion.

Results

The principal components analysis produced five factors each year that accounted for
over 90% of the variance in the two original data matrices as can be seen in Table 1
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Table 1 - Principal Components Analysis of 15 Performance Dimensions for Year One / Year Two

Component 1 C pmponent 2 Component 3 Component 4 Component 5

Eigenvalue 11.8 / 11.5 .96 / .88 .47 / .73 .29 / .30 .27 / .27

Cumulative 78.7 / 76.5 85.1 / 82.4 88.2 / 87.2 90.2 / 89 5 91.9 / 91.0
% Variance

In both years, 'the first principal component's eigenvalues were very large (11.8 and 11.5)
followed by two moderately small eigenvalues then two very small eigenvalues. The Scree Test
identified three eigenvalues each year that were substantially larger than the two remaining values
(see Table 1). The three corresponding principal components were rotated to a Varimax criterion
as shown in Table 2.

Table 2 - Rotated Factor Loadings of Three Principal Components for Year One and Year Two

Performance Dimensions by Broad Category

Case Analysis and Preparation Skills

Lor I

Year 1

Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 1

Year 2

Factor 2 Factor 3

1. Legal research and writing .82 .33 .31 .80 .35 .34

2. Preperation for sentencing .82 .37 .27 .78 .43 .27

3. Recognition and analysis of legal issues .82 .39 .29 .79 .38 .30

4. Use of experts .81 .38 .27 .78 .45 .30

5. Effective use of investigators and paralegals .79 .33 .39 .78 .44 .31

6. Preparation of witnesses .78 .35 .37 .75 .42 .36

7. Organizational skills .75 .38 .39 .75 .32 .39

Advocacy and Communication Skills

I. Courtroom presentation .43 .76 .37 .38 .78 .31

2. Professional relations .39 .73 .45 .35 .79 .40

3. Experience .50 .70 .33 .51 .74 .21

4. Case negotiations .49 .70 .42 .45 .74 .36

5. Client relations .43 .65 .47 .47 .72 .32

Ro/e Attitude, Work Habits and Leadership Skills

I. Role attitude as a defense attorney .29 .36 .82 .27 .30 .85

2. Leadership .37 .41 .78 .38 .44 .72

3. Work habits .48 .37 .73 .43 .26 .81
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Discussion

Principal component 1 is by far the most representative single summary of the 15 dimension
correlation matrix (77 - 79% of total variance); however, it is difficult to interpret except as a
weighted sum of ratings on 15 performance dimensions. The Scree Test looks for discontintuities
in the size of successive eigenvalues in deciding where to "draw the line" regarding how many
principal components to be included in the rotation. We chose to include the first three principal
components because in both data sets, eigenvalues for components four and five were small
(relative to the other eigenvalues) and of similar numerical size. This was admittedly a somewhat
subjective decision.

Following the decision to rc tate the first three principal components, the Varimax rotation
produced factor alignments that correspond to the three broad performance categories defined by
the PA form: Case Analysis and Preparation , Advocacy and Communication, and Role Attitude,
Work Habits and Leadership (see Table 2). Traditional psycho physically oriented PA theory
would argue that the three factors in this study represent logical error, the tendency of raters to
give similar ratings to performance dimensions perceived as logically-related (Guilford, 1936). In
contrast, rater goal-directed PA theory would describe these results as supporting the
organization's goal of defining the attorney performance domain as consisting of three broad
categories. The rating context for this study is a civil service organization that must provide
"objective documentation" for employee promotion decisions. The poformance ratings are
judgments by attorney supervisors whose job responsibilities include making employee promotion
decisions. The results of the factor rotation support the assertion that raters in this context
communicate their PA judgments using the three broad categories of attorney performance as
defined by the organization's PA form. From a test validity perspective, there is support for the
structural aspect of validity in this PA system.

The small number of factors in this study and in the medical education studies (Ramsey et. al.,
1993; Maxim & Dielman, 1987) could be explained as an indication of expert reasoning by the
raters. Psychological characteristics of expert reasoning have been described by Glaser and Chi
(1988). They note that experts: 1. perceive large meaningful patterns in their domain of expertise,
2. have strong self-monitoring skills, 3. analyze a problem qualitatively and build a mental
representation that defines the situation, and 4. cognitively represent a problem using a small
number of principle-based categories. Viewed from this perspective, the raters in this study are
expert attorneys who used three principle-based conceptual categories to cognitively represent
numerous perceptions marked in the 15 performance dimensions. Recent researchers have argued
that rating halo errors such as logical error might be more appropriately used as a measure of rater
cognitive processing (Balzer & Sulsky, 1992). Guilford (1936) would have labeled the small
number of categories as logical error, but a competing explanation is the effects of expert
reasoning. A critical distinction in this study is that raters without legal expertise would not
produce ratings on the 15 dimensions that could be concisely summarized by three factors. The
influence of expert reasoning by raters can be inferred from a study by Van der Vleuten et. al.
(1989). They found that rater training was least needed and least effective for expert raters
(physicians) in comparison to novice raters (medical students) and lay raters who judged
videotaped patient examir:itions using a detailed check-list.

The results of this study support the assertion that performance appraisals by expert attorney
supervisors using 15 performance dimensions can be accurately summarized by one to three broad
performance categories. The large first eigenvalues in Table 1 (11.8 and 11.5) indicate that much
of the variance can be represented by a single general impression halo factor (Balzer & Sulsky,
1992). The eigenvalues for Factor 2 are much smaller (.96 and .88). The pattern of one large
eigenvalue followed by a much smaller second value (11% to 20% of the first value) is also
demonstrated by three factor analysis studies of medical student performance ratings (Dielman,
Hull, & Davis, 1980; Forsythe, McGaghie & Friedman, 1985; Maxim & Dielman, 1987). This
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pattern of one large eigenvalue followed by a second much smaller value suggests that expert raters
in both medicine arid law integrate their perceptions into a single emphatic composite judgment
augmented by one or two uncorrelated judgments that are much less emphatic. Varimax rotations
of the principal components produce factors that are easily interpreted.

Conclusions

Rater goal-directed PA theory (Murphy & Cleveland, 1995) provides an expanded framework
for interpreting these research results in comparison to psycho physically oriented rating theory. In
this study, the rating context is a civil service organization in which expert supervisors must produce
"objective documentation" for employee promotion decisions. The performance ratings in this study
are viewed as a communication from expert supervisors to both the organization and also to their
supervisees. Ratings on a 15 dimension PA form are summarized by three broad performance
categories. These three categories are labeled rater communication ',pals because the rating context
requires summary performance ratings from supervisors.

This line of research could be extended by interviewing raters to better understand the
relationship between their performance judgment (opinion of individual ratees) and the recorded
performance rating (the written documentation). Moss (1996) provides a framework for integrating
the Naturalist and Interpretive conceptions of social science. This type of integrated measurement
research could help validate the four components of goal-directed rater PA theory.
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