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ance appraisal, and few have remained as shrouded in controversy and contra-

diction. After ingesting even a small portion of the literature on the subject,
one typically ends up with an acute case of mental indigestion. Faced with a plethora
of opinions, managers today are forced to wrestle with often-conflicting prescriptions
for the “one best way” to devise a useful and effective way to appraise employee
performance. The diversity evidenced in both the form and substance of their at-
tempts suggests the extent of the disagreements involved.! What is perhaps most
disconcerting is that, despite all of the cautions about the complexity of the process,
managers frequently succumb to the lure of simplicity and convenience that still
beckons us, like the legendary Lorelei, to the shoals of organizational disaster.? Too
often, they forget the admonitions Wallace Sayre offered four decades ago and yield
to such temptation, falling victem to the “...canonization of rudimentary techniques,
fascinated more by procedural rule and techniques rather than purpose or re-
sults...steadily more dependent upon a cold, impersonal, rigid quantification of hu-
man ability and worth.”® The unfortunate result is that many managers still find
themselves flying by the seat of their pants, without any real appreciation of what
their performance appraisal system is doing for, or to, their organization.*

This article makes no attempt to carve a path through the performance appraisal
jungle, leading to the “one best way.” That course, if it exists, remains to be charted.
Rather, the purpose here is to describe some observations of the unintended conse-
quences of one approach to performance appraisal attempted by the Department of

ew areas of personnel management have received more attention than perform-
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the Air Force from 1974 to 1978.° Hopefully, the observations offered will add to the
inventory of understanding about the organizational dynamics that need to be given
careful consideration in the design and implementation of any performance appraisal
system.

THE AIR FORCE APPRAISAL SYSTEM

Formal appraisal of the performance and potential of individual officers has been
a central component of personnel management in the Department of the Air Force
since it was chartered as a separate service in 1947. Understandably, the appraisal
system has been the focus of continual concern since the annual performance reports
it generates serves as the principal basis for decisions concerning promotions, job
assignments, training, and retention in the service. In recent years, these reports
have assumed added significance as decisions in these areas have been increasingly
centralized in boards of officers convened at the Military Personnel Center—officers
who typically have little or no personal knowledge of the performance or abilities of
the individuals affected by their decisions. In such a situation, where an unfavorable
board action, based on a collection of lifeless performance reports, can have cata-
strophic career implications, the potential impacts of the appraisal system on the
human organization are significant.

While there have been a number of modifications to the officer evaluation system
over the years, most of these have involved relatively minor changes in reporting
formats and administrative procedures, leaving the substance of the process basically
unchanged.® Essentially, the system has remained a hybrid of conventional tech-
niques and approaches described in the literature and commonly found in public
sector organizations.” It requires an annual written performance report on each of-
ficer below the rank of general, prepared by the immediate supervisor and endorsed
by his or her superior. The reporting format and procedures are centrally designed
by the Military Personnel Center in San Antonio, Texas, for standardized application
throughout the Air Force. Appraisal requirements apply indiscriminately to all of-
ficers, regardless of occupational specialty, level of responsibility, or locus in the
organizational hierarchy. The same appraisal instrument is used to evaluate the
performance of pilots, doctors, chaplains, and other staff officers, whether assigned
to a headquarters or field activity, regardless of rank or longevity.

THE APPRAISAL INSTRUMENT

Although there have been several editions of the annual officer appraisal instru-
ment, they have consistently been designed to generate both descriptive and com-
parative data concerning personal traits and job performance.? The two versions of
the form (AF Form 77) used from 1966 to 1974 had only minor editorial differences
and exemplify this hybrid approach. They consisted of nine sections designed to col-
lect data for a number of different purposes. Sections I and II captured ratee identi-
fication data including name, grade, organization, functional specialty, job title, and
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FIGURE 1

Ill. RATING FACTORS (Consider how this officer is performing on his job.)

1. JOB CAPABILITY

OBSERVED

NOT HAS GAPS IN HAS A STATIS: S EXCELLENT AS AN EX- A FAR-
FUNDAMENTAL FACTORY KNOWL- NOWLEDGE AND EPTIONAL %:CHING GRASP
KNOWLEDGE AND EDGE AND SKILL S WELL SKILLED INDERSTANDING F HIS ENTIRE
SKILLS OF HIS JOB. FOR THE ROUTINE ION ALL PHASES OF HIS |AND SKILL ON ALL IBROAD JOB AREA.
PHASES LOB. PHASES IAUTHORITY
OF HIS JOB. [OF HIS JOB IN HIS FIELD.
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2. PLANNING ABILITY
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TO BRING PROB- UST ENOUGH FFECTIVE PLAN- LANNING BEYOND OP LEVEL
LEMS TO HIS AT- O GET BY IN HIS ER. ANTICIPATES EQUIREMENTS LANNING. A HIGH
TENTION, OFTEN FAILS |PRESENT JOB. IAND TAKES ACTION TO |OF THE PRESENT JOB: [CALIBER THINKER AND
TO SEE AHEAD. [SOLVE PROBLEMS. [SEES THE BIG IPLANNER.
IPICTURE.

3. EXECUTIVE MANAGEMENT

NOT IS A POOR MAINTAINS IVES ECONOMY AINTAINS IGHLY SKILLED
ORGANIZER. ]OHDINAHY F OPERATION gFFECTWE @«I BALANCING
DOES NOT REALLY EFFICIENCY OF AREFUL ATTEN- CONOMY, CARE- OST AGAINST
MAKE EFFECTIVE USE |OPERATION. CONTROL [TION, MAKES WISE USE [FULLY WEIGHS COST ESULTS TO OBTAIN
OF MATERIAL COULD BE IMPROVED. [OF MANPOWER AND IAGAINST EXPECTED PTIMUM
OR MANPOWER. MATERIAL. RESULTS EFFECTIVENESS.
OBSERVED
4. LEADERSHIP
NOT OFTEN WEAK IN NORMALLY DEVEL- ONSISTENTLY A XCEPTIONAL EADERSHIP
COMMAND SITUA- DOPS FAIRLY ADE- EEOOD LEADER. [EKILL IN %UALIT!ES
TIONS. AT TIMES QUATE CONTROL OMMANCS RE- HRECTING EFLECT
UNABLE TO EXERT IAND TEAMWORK. PECT OF HIS IOTHERS TO GREAT [POTENTIAL FOR
CONTROL. UBORDINATES EFFORT. HIGHEST
ILEVEL,
OBSERVED

a brief, generalized job description covering key duties and responsibilities. Section
III was devoted to an assessment of performance in terms of eight rating factors
including personal traits such as leadership, adaptability, and judgment, along with
several job related items such as job knowledge, planning, resource management,
written and oral communication. In each of these areas, appraisers were required to
mark a block on a scale from one (lowest), to five (highest), indicating how well the
individual’s performance approximated the brief descriptions accompanying each block.
(See Figure 1). Section IV asked for an evaluation of the individual’s military bearing
and behavior using the same type of scale. Section V was an overall evaluation of
the individual compared to his peers, rated on a ten point scale ranging from unsat-
isfactory to “absolutely superior”, with specific narrative justification required to
ratings below average or outstanding/superior. Section VI was an evaluation of pro-
motion potential, that suggested the timing of promotion, relative to peers. (See
Figure 2). Section VII of the report provided space for the rater’s narration of the
critical facts and achievements relating to the individual's performance during the
period covered by the evaluation. Section VII included rater identification data, and
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FIGURE 2

VI. PROMOTION POTENTIAL

1. DOES NOT DEMONSTRATE A 2. PERFORMING WELL IN PRESENT

CAPABILITY FOR PROMOTION GRADE. SHOULD BE CONSIDERED

AT THIS TIME. FOR PROMOTION ALONG WITH
CONTEMPORARIES.

3. DEMONSTRATES CAPABILITY FOR 4. OUTSTANDING GROWTH POTENTIAL

INCREASED RESPONSIBILITY. BASED ON DEMONSTRATED

CONSIDER FOR ADVANCEMENT AHEAD PERFORMANCE. PROMOTE WELL

OF CONTEMPORARIES. AHEAD OF CONTEMPORARIES.

Section IX solicited comments by the Endorsing Official, typically the rater’s im-
mediate supervisor.

THE CONTROLLED APPRAISAL

The Impetus For Change

As indicated earlier, the appraisal instrument described briefly above was the
centerpiece of the Air Force officer evaluation system for the better part of a decade.
While it is difficult to scientifically assess the utility of the report in terms of ap-
praisal objectives commonly identified in the literature, a cursory review of the com-
ponents of the instrument suggests some inherent limitations.® For one thing, the
job descriptions entered on the evaluation report were usually generalized and ab-
breviated to a point where they said little about the specific organizational expec-
tations associated with the job performed by the individual. Hence they were of
questionable value in communicating organizational objectives to the incumbent or
in clarifying the relationship of his particular performance to the efforts of the rest
of the organization. Similarly, the subjectivity and imprecision of the rating factors
used made them of questionable reliability, offering little in the way of quantifiable
benchmarks against which performance could be objectively measured. Conse-
quently, identification of specific areas of performance in need of improvement was
difficult at best. In addition, some of the rating factors used had only minor relevancy
to the job many individuals were required to perform. For example, assessing the
leadership abilities of an individual with no subordinates is, at face value, a ques-
tionable practice. Equally as troublesome was the requirement to render a composite,
scalar evaluation of each ratee, comparing him as a whole to someone else. As Stahl
suggests, “This is a most doubtful if not actually dangerous procedure, ..... since an
individual....usually finds invidious and ego shattering any attempt to pin a label on
his total worth.”®

A similar observation would seem in order concerning the aggregate assessment
of promotion potential required in Section VI of the report. As a number of authors
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have agreed, the combination of this kind of prospective judgement with evaluations
of past performance tends to dilute the effectiveness of the entire assessment effort.!!
Lastly, the heavy reliance on the undeccumented narrative of specific achievements
included in the report, offered an open opportunity for some fairly creative writing
that usually reflects the talent and energy of the author as much as the real accom-
plishments of the ratee.

Taken together, the shortcomings mentioned above might well have been ample
cause for concern when the system was evaluated in the early 1970s.'? However, the
focus of efforts to revise the system at that time centered on quite a different problem;
the apparent inability of the appraisal system to provide management a meaningful
differentiation among the members of the officer corps in terms of their demonstrated
abilities and future potential. By 1973, over 90% of the officer corps was receiving
top block ratings in both performance and promotion potential. Whether this trend
was more the result of a general inclination toward leniency to avoid conflict and
the distastefulness of “playing God”, or the reflection of the traditional values of
teamwork, conformity, and esprit, peculiar to the military, remains argumentative.'®
Regardless of the real reason behind this inflationary pattern, it was decided, based
largely on anecdotal evidence, that promotion and other central selection boards were
somehow being deprived of critical information; the inference being that the wrong
people were being promoted and otherwise recognized. While this contention was
never really demonstrated, it became the dominant influence behind a drive to stamp
out inflation of ratings and force the level of differentiation that would satisfy the
information needs of the personnel management system.'* Procedural standardiza-
tion, administrative simplicity, and technical sufficiency became the by-words of re-
form, and the forced distribution of ratings emerged as the best way to eliminate the
systematic biases that had crept into the system.®

The Forced Distribution

The changes implemented in 1974 did little to alter the basic approach to officer
appraisal, and essentially retained the structure of the evaluation instrument de-
scribed earlier. With minor semantic changes and some modifications to the rating
scale, the “Performance Factors” section of the report remained largely the same, as
did the sections covering job description and ratee identification data. The only dras-
tic change concerned Section V of the new report which required an evaluation of
the overall potential of the ratee, in terms of his capability, relative to his peers, to
assume increased responsibilities. Raters and endorsing officials were required to
record their assessments of potential on a scale ranging from one (highest) to six
(lowest) by placing an “X” in the appropriate block on the scale. (See Figure 3). On
the surface, this change might appear to be mainly cosmetic, a fine tuning of the
evaluation instrument. In fact, however, the guidarnce that accompanied the revision
made it perhaps the single most significant step in the evolution of the appraisal
system.

The logic behind the new rules concerning the forced distribution of ratings was
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FIGURE 3

V. EVALUATION OF POTENTIAL

TOP BLOCK CONTROLLED 1

= Highest

Evaluate the ratee’s capability, relative to that of officers in the same
grade in the group being evaluated, for expanded/more diverse -
responsibility. Indicate your rating by placing an “X" in the designated
portion of the appropriate block.

3
RATER ADDN REVR RATER ADDN REVR RATER ADDN REVR RATER ADDN REVR
RATER RATER RATER RATER
Lowest -

intuitively simple. It assumed that performance potential, like everything else in life,
varies along some continuum that should have some distributional properties to it.'®
By requiring ratings of potential to follow a distributional pattern, the system would
insure that the “high” and “low” performers would be identified. While such reason-
ing seems compelling, it afforded scant recognition to the caution offered by L. Cum-
mings and others about the potential errors inherent in such an approach.'” The
distribution in this case was established by the staff at the Air Force Military Per-
sonnel Center and limited ratings of potential to 22% in the highest block, 28% in
the next highest, with the remaining 50% to be distributed over the remaining blocks.
Within this distribution, percentage quotas were strongly encouraged for raters (first
line supervisors) and additional raters (second line supervisors). For the endorsing
official, usually the final reviewing authority, the distribution quotas were manda-
tory. Figure 4 is a simplified illustration of the appraisal sequence in a standard
organization. In this example, the rating officials, Division Chiefs (D,E,F,G) prepare
the appraisal reports for all of their subordinate officers in a particular grade (d, -
g.) during the same month of the year. They were strongly urged, although few did,
to make their ratings of potential conform to the prescribed distribution. Reports
were then passed to the next echelon, the Directorate level, where the additional
raters (B & C) added their comments to the reports along with their assessment of
potential. Adherence to the distribution quotas was also recommended at this level.
Reports then flowed to the Endorsing Official (A) who was required to add his eval-
uation of potential, limiting his ratings to the quotas in the prescribed distribution,
i.e. 22% in the top block, 28% in the next, and 50% among the rest, (3 and below).
The sequence was repeated for each of the officer grades at different times throughout
the year. Rater, Additional Rater, and Endorser responsibilities would be shifted up
or down in the hierarchy, depending upon the position of the officer being evaluated.
For example, in the illustration, when Division Chiefs (D & G) were to be evaluated,
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FIGURE 4

Appraisal Sequence

QUOTAS
Endorser COMMANDER A
A(d,—g,) 1 Mandatory
Addtl
Raters DIR B DIRC Suggested
B(d,—e.)
Raters
D(d,—d,) | DIVD | | DIVE | | DIVF | [DvG | Suggested
baa b b M A AAA
Ratees 3 ) = 3 3 n 2 n 2 n

Directors (B & C) would serve as raters, Commander (A) would be the Additional
Rater, and his supervisor would serve as the Endorsing Official. In all instances,
every officer received at least one “controlled” evaluation of potential each year.
There were a number of important aspects of the forced distribution requirement
that are not evident from this simple illustration. For one thing, the sheer numbers
involved presented a formidable problem for endorsers. They were faced with the task
of making relative evaluations of dozens of officers scattered throughout the organ-
ization by registering their aggregate assessments with a single “X"” on the evalua-
tion form. As O.G. Stahl points out, the assumption that supervisors can somehow
“..analyze all of the faults and strengths of an employee, add them up in some
fashion, and come to some neat overall conclusion...expressed by a percentage or
numerical value...that makes it possible to compare him as a whole to someone else...”
is a dangerous procedure.'® His counsel seems particularly germane in this situation,
given the inverse relationship that usually exists between the Endorser's first hand
knowledge of ratee’s abilities and the number of individuals being evaluated.
Compounding the problem of numbers was the fact that Endorsers were frequently
separated from the individuals being appraised by organizational or geographical
distances, having little or no opportunity to actually observe performance. It was not
uncommon for an individual to have his appraisal form endorsed by someone he had
never met or even talked to. For example, the vagaries of the chain of command
might dictate that a weather officer, serving in the south Pacific, would have his
annual appraisal report endorsed by a superior who was stationed in Illinois. To make
matters were difficult, it made no difference that the endorser in Illinois may have
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been in his position for only a matter of days before being required to endorse per-
formance reports on subordinate officers in the field. Yet the endorsement proved to
be the most critical component of the entire appraisal process.

In addition, the use of distribution quotas by endorsing officials was universally
prescribed for all reports, regardless of the organizational placement of the individ-
uals being evaluated. Appraisals of individuals hand picked for the most important
and difficult jobs at Department Headquarters were subject to the same restrictions
as those rendered on officers assigned to lower priority units, despite the fact that by
design, quality was concentrated in these selectively manned units.'® What this meant
was that 50% of the officers in these units had to be rated average or below when
compared to their peers in the rest of the Air Force by their Endorsing Official. Under
the rules, half of the Air Force astronauts selected to fly in space would be rated in
the lower half of the officer corps as far as their potential was concerned. Magnifying
the potential effects of these difficulties, as appraisal results were put into the com-
puter and circulated in the personnel management system, it became clear that the
controlled rating of potential was the single most important factor in promotion,
assignment, and training decisions. In the pattern suggested by E. Yager, the rest
of the appraisal report seemed transparent, regardless of the actual performance it
described.?°

SOME UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES

The initial response to these changes was understandably muted and buried in
bureaucratic busyness. However, it wasn't long before surveys and interviews with
individual officers began to detect an almost universally negative reaction to the
forced distribution system; a reaction that threatened serious dysfunctional behavior
by a substantial segment of the officer corps. While it is difficult if not impossible to
quantify the behavioral impacts of the changes on individual performance, or aggre-
gate organizational effectiveness, some general tendencies were apparent in several
critical areas.

Motivation

Recognizing the gaps in our conventional wisdom concerning the relationship be-
tween motivation and performance, one would expect little argument with the prop-
osition that constructively motivated managers are a key ingredient in the recipe for
organizational success. One would also likely find general agreement with the as-
sertion that, whenever possible, management policies and systems should be sup-
portive of such motivation. The appraisal system described above clearly worked in
the opposite direction, focusing on inordinate amount of attention on the basic human
concerns about survival, security, and ego maintenance at the expense of the higher
order “motivators” of more productive organizational behavior.?! With a simple ad-
ministrative fiat, the comfortable perceptions of self worth and competence, com-
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monly enjoyed by the officer corps, and reinforced by years of “outstanding” ratings,
were summarily exploded for half of its members, leaving them to cope with the
painful realization that the organization now considered their net worth “average or
below”. The typical response to this experience was predictably negative, and can
best be characterized as a combination of pouting, cynicism, alienation, and half-
hearted performance similar to that described by Dalton and others.?? Faced with
considerable uncertainty about their futures, in terms of promotion and tenure, it
was not surprising to see these individuals drift toward the kind of organizational
disinvestment noted by Levine & Wolohojian, reviewing the options for alternative
employment and doing just enough to get by in the positions they occupied.?* While
it is impossible to determine how many may have eventually left the organization
because of their dissatisfaction, there were clear indications of a general reassessment
of the balance between the costs and benefits involved with continued association
with the organization.?* In the process, motivation for sustained effort and perform-
ance was an early casualty.

SUPERVISORY RELATIONS

In addition to these adverse motivational impacts, the controlled distribution sys-
tem also tended to erode the quality of subordinate/supervisor relationships and un-
dermine the capability of the latter to function effectively.?® In many ways, it intensified
the inevitable clash between the subjective words of the supervisor and subordinate
that Nalbandian sees as inherent in any appraisal process that officially tells an
individual he is not as good as someone else.?® For those individuals told by the
“system” that they were somehow inferior to 50% of their peers, such conflict was
real and placed considerable strain on their loyalty to and support of their supervi-
sors. They perceived a situation where they were faced with basically two alterna-
tives; either accept the appraisal as a valid assessment of their capabilities, or question
the judgement and fairness of their superiors. Since acceptance of relative inferiority
is the exception rather than the rule, it was not surprising to find individuals opting
for the more comfortable defense found in concluding that their supervisors didn’t
really know what they were doing. Such opinions were undoubtedly reinforced in
those frequent instances where raters and reviewers had only limited contact with
the individual being evaluated.?’

The controlled distribution system exerted a negative influence on supervisor/sub-
ordinate relations in one other important respect. Appraisals of supervisors’ perform-
ance were subject to the same discipline as those rendered on their subordinates.
While results of appraisals were not officially publicized, they quickly became com-
mon knowledge through the organizational “grapevine” of informal communication.
Subordinates soon realized that their supervisors were, at least 50% of them, judged
to be average or below. This realization did little to enhance the image of the super-
visor in the eyes of the subordinate and prompts speculation about the degree to
which the chain of command was weakened as a result.
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Decision Making

Another, and perhaps more subtle, impact of the forced distribution of ratings could
be observed in the organizational locus of decision making. Under this appraisal
system, it became obvious that one’s relative advantage in the competition for limited
top block ratings was considerably enhanced by increased “facetime” with the su-
pervisor and reviewing official. Consequently, there was a distinct tendency to inflate
the importance or urgency of particular issues in hopes of escalating them upward
in the chain of command to a level where visibility would be assured. In one organ-
ization, whenever a high ranking official would visit, it was common practice to
schedule a rapid sequence of decision briefings for the dignitary so that the maximum
number of ratees could get some exposure to the “big boss”, whether or not the
information they presented was significant enough to warrant such an audience.
While such a procedure may have helped some individuals in the competition for top
block ratings, it often represented a questionable use of top management’s time by
forcing high level attention to decisions that could have been made at much lower
levels in the organization.

This “visibility syndrome” had another dimension evidenced in the way credit was
distributed for what was actually accomplished within an organization. In many
instances, rather than letting the individuals who actually did the work get the
visibility for their achievements, supervisors were inclined to put their own label on
the significant efforts of their subordinates, taking personal credit for the successes
and distributing blame for the failures. When a subordinate was permitted to present
the results of his efforts upward in the organization, protocol dictated that an “adult
supervisor’ be present so that visibility could be shared. This practice is not uncom-
mon in large bureaucracies, but it seemed to be encouraged by the competitive nature
of the appraisal system.

Competition under the controlled rating system also worked to influence the time
horizons of decisions concerning resource utilization and the direction of organiza-
tional effort. Under pressure to show dramatic, eye-catching achievements before the
next appraisal cycle, supervisors tended to focus their attention and resources on
those projects with high potential payoff in the short term. Support for the routine,
low profile activities associated with long term organizational growth was less than
enthusiastic; something to be avoided by anyone with an eye on the fast track. While
other bureaucratic imperatives undoubtedly contributed to this short term orienta-
tion, the controlled appraisal system all but demanded adherence to such priorities,
whether or not they were in the best interest of the organization over the long term.

Teamwork

By definition, the requirement for a forced distribution of “potential” ratings was
a zero sum system in that any change in the relative ranking of individuals had to
add to “O”. For one individual to win (get a higher rating) a peer had to lose (get a
lower rating). This feature made the interaction among peers in any particular or-
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ganization intensely personal and competitive. Given the high stakes involved in
terms of tenure and promotion, this competition understandably assumed proportions
that did little to foster the kind of teamwork and cooperative effort essential to the
health of any organization. Rather, it had a decidedly destructive effect, putting
individuals in a situation where any assistance to a peer might ultimately prove to
be a distinct disadvantage in the next evaluation cycle. Essentially, it had the effect
of depressing any motivation to actively support the efforts of one’s peers and en-
courage a mentality where looking out for “number one” was the most rational be-
havior pattern. The net result was a kind of “dog-eat-dog” combat similar to that
noted by F. Thayer in his discussion of response to the competitive rating features
of the Civil Service Reform Act.?® In the longer term, such competition would seem
to have had an additional negative impact on organizational performance by under-
mining the ethos of mutual dependency among action officers that provides the in-
visible glue needed to bind the fragments of the administrative process together in
any bureaucracy. Such cohesion is typically sustained by the kind of spontaneous,
open collaboration among peers that was inadvertently suppressed by the zero sum
characteristics of the controlled rating system.

Resource Utilization

While the forced distribution requirement did produce the desired level of differ-
entiation and a “de facto” deflation of ratings, it also generated some untoward side
effects in the areas of job assignments and resource utilization. As evaluation reports
containing the controlled ratings accumulated in personnel management records, an
unofficial caste system began to emerge, effectively dividing the officer corps into
two groups: the “haves” (above average), and the “have nots” (average and below).
Prospects for mobility between the two groups were substantially limited by a job
assignment process that relied heavily on the aggregate assessment of potential re-
corded in an individual’s performance evaluation file. The “have nots” were faced
with an almost insoluable “Catch 22" situation. To improve their evaluations, and
chances for promotion, they had to demonstrate increased potential in more de-
manding jobs of increased responsibility. However, these were the jobs routinely
reserved for those who had already received “above average” ratings of potential.
Individuals not in that category were usually eliminated from consideration. The net
result was the development of a closed system in which 50% of the officer corps
understandably felt that, regardless of their efforts, they would remain outside the
winners circle.?®

Unintended consequences among the above average “haves” were equally as sig-
nificant. Effectively identified as individuals on the fast track, they were expected to
accept the most demanding, responsible positions, typically located in organizational
headquarters and other selectively manned units where talent and ability were at a
premium. Within these organizations, the forced distribution of ratings was the same
as in any other unit and required a differentiation of potential among a collection of
the best talent available. The individuals selected to fill these priority positions,
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based on their previous above average ratings, realized that if they accepted such
assignments, 50% of them would no longer be counted among the “haves” after the
next rating cycle. To many, it made more sense to look for a position in a unit of
lesser priority, staffed with a greater number of “have nots” where one could compete
as a “big fish in a little pond” and stand a better chance of getting above average
ratings. As a result of such calculus, many outstanding individuals tended to resist
assignments to selectively manned units where their talents could best be utilized,
increasing the risk of malassignments and generally making the optimum use of
human resources more difficult.*®

CLOSING OBSERVATIONS

The preceeding paragraphs provide few prescriptive remedies for the difficulties
inherent in any evaluation process. They do tend to reinforce many of the observa-
tions in the literature concerning the unintended consequences of appraisal systems
that are insensitive to the dynamics of human organization. The experiences de-
scribed may be colored somewhat by the character of the military environment, but
they should nonetheless be instructive for those concerned with the assessment of
individual performance in large organizations.

Among the lessons suggested, it seems clear that evaluation systems requiring a
forced distribution of ratings are likely to produce dysfunctional consequences that
far outweigh any administrative utility they may afford. Although their conceptual
simplicity is attractive, it masks the unavoidable conflict they generate and obscures
the hefty price tag they carry in terms of human capital within the organization.
The study also lends support to the now familiar caution against the use of composite
ratings that ostensibly capture an individual’s relative, total worth to the organiza-
tion. Such single, global measures have an aura of authenticity about them, but
painfully ignore the fact that successful organizations require a “carefully coordi-
nated set of widely different technical and social skills in response to the particular
task at hand.”®! The present analysis would indicate that attempts to devise com-
parative, aggregate measures of these essential contributions remain spurious at
best. Similarly, it attests to the futility of trying to devise a single performance
evaluation instrument to serve all of management’s needs. The annual appraisal
report adopted by the Air Force, was designed to provide assessments of both per-
formance and potential for use in job assignments, training decisions, promotions,
and retention. In retrospect, this multiplicity of functions placed unrealistic demands
on the entire process and undermined its basic credibility, making it of questionable
value in a total management context.

Perhaps more importantly, this study provides an illustration of one of the more
common pitfalls of public personnel administration. All too often, personnel techni-
cians succumb to a kind of myopic suboptimization that values administrative neat-
ness and standardization above the broader objectives of organizational sustainment
and development. Consequently, their initiatives, though well intended, are fre-
quently viewed by managers more as impositions to be tolerated than as constructive
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contributions to the success of the organization. The appraisal system discussed here,
reflected this kind of goal inversion and was broadly rejected as an intrusion by the
“personnel people”, that disrupted the harmony of the organization and made the
real task of management that much more difficult. The procedures implemented here,
for the most part, were insensitive to the interrelatedness of the social and technical
components that constitute any personnel management system and focused almost
exclusively on the latter. They ignored the fact that “organizational reality is a dense
fabric of technical, social, and psychological threads, woven together in interlocking
patterns.”®® To so tamper with a single thread, without due regard to the continuity
of the fabric as a whole, invites predictably unfortunate consequences in terms of
organizational health and vitality.
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