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The Bahamian Public Service faces general pressures for better performance, including higher
quality, rational administrative systems, and managerial innovation. Because organizational
effectiveness depends on high-quality and committed human capital, performance appraisal is
important. This study will describe, assess, and recommend changes in the current system.
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INTRODUCTION

The Bahamas public human resource (HR) management
system reflects its social and political-administrative his-
tory and conditions. The Bahamas’ public service insti-
tutions, structures, and practices follow a parliamentary
system of government that closely resembles the British
Westminster-Whitehall model (Sutton, 2006). Public per-
sonnel administration in The Bahamas is characterized by a
structural distinction between two separate agencies (Mills,
1977). The Public Service Commission (PSC) is an inde-
pendent agency with constitutionally mandated executive
powers to safeguard the integrity of the public service
by: ensuring equal opportunities for fair treatment based
on merit, and minimizing the influence of politics, nepo-
tism, or favoritism on personnel actions. The Department
of Public Service (DPS) is the government’s central per-
sonnel management agency, responsible under ministerial
guidance (Wells-Symonette, 2002) for the performance of
personnel functions within government ministries. General
Orders, together with employment law and industrial agree-
ments, prescribe the terms and conditions of service of
Public Officers and procedures to be followed in personnel
actions.

Correspondence should be addressed to Carolyn Rolle, The College
of the Bahamas, School of Social Sciences, P.O. Box N 4912, Nassau,
Bahamas. E-mail: crolle@cob.edu.bs

The previous performance appraisal system (The Annual
Confidential Report-PSC 8) was introduced in 1973. After
myriad complaints over the years, the Ministry of Public
Service (MPS) undertook a review of the existing system
in 2001. Previously, Rolle (1996) had identified deficien-
cies (e.g., rater subjectivity; appraisals not completed on
schedule, missing documentation, and use of appraisals as
a punitive measure rather than a developmental tool). These
reflected underlying problems with performance measure-
ment (e.g., trait, rather than performance-based assessment
criteria) and organizational culture (e.g., limited opportu-
nity for feedback, discussion, or training and performance
improvement). Based on these findings, and utilizing input
from various key stakeholders including public service
unions, the Ministry of Public Service developed a new per-
formance appraisal system (Annual Performance Record).
It was introduced service-wide in 2004 after being piloted
in three ministries, and following rater training. The system
requires bi-yearly assessments of public officers’ perfor-
mance, and mandates that these be tied to career counseling.

LITERATURE REVIEW

There is an extensive body of literature that outlines the
objectives of performance appraisal systems. While there
are differences in semantics, there is general consensus on
the objectives that performance appraisal systems should
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304 ROLLE AND KLINGNER

be designed to achieve. According to Klingner et al.
(2010), well-functioning performance appraisal systems
should achieve four primary objectives: communicating
management goals and objectives to employees; motivating
employees to improve performance; equitably distributing
organizational rewards such as salary increases and pro-
motions; and providing management with insights that can
be used to enhance employees’ productivity and job satis-
faction. Advancing a similar framework, Martin and Bartol
(1998) suggest that effective performance appraisal systems
are based on achieving success on three main dimensions:
controlling the system (e.g., training raters, linking the pro-
cess to employee development; monitoring the system (e.g.,
metrics to ensure the system is working effectively; and pro-
viding feedback to those that use the system (e.g., raters and
employees). Boice and Kleiner (1997) suggest that though
performance appraisal systems need to be tailored to the
unique facets of the operating environment, effective sys-
tems share a number of common characteristics including
linking organizational goals to the appraisal system, clearly
defining job roles, conducting rater training, and ensuring
that appraisal is conducted according to a defined timetable.

As the brief review above demonstrates, there is a gen-
eral agreement on the facets of an effective performance
appraisal system. Drawing on the rich body of work on
this topic produced up to this point, the literature below
review outlines the characteristics of effective performance
appraisal systems (organized around the focus group discus-
sion questions in Appendix 1) in greater depth and presents
a context-specific examination of Caribbean performance
appraisals systems.

General Performance Appraisal Literature

Objectives should be clear

Performance appraisal systems have many organizational
objectives, and also shape how human resources are man-
aged in an organizational context (Jorm et al., 1996).
They thus represent the strategic alignment of all areas
of employee performance management and reward systems
with organizational goals (Aguinas, 2009). Because per-
formance appraisal systems are often not as effective as
managers tend to think (Longenecker & Nykodym, 1996),
continual assessment of strengths and weaknesses of the sys-
tem is needed. Metrics should be context specific (Behn,
2003), and hold managers accountable for their effectiveness
at developing and evaluating employees’ performance (Scott
& Einstein, 2001).

Social context (e.g., national culture and organizational
politics) also influences the effectiveness of performance
appraisal systems (Levy & Williams, 2004). For example,
the 360-degree feedback system — in which the perfor-
mance of managers and other employees are rated by
their superiors, peers and subordinates — has demonstrated

its ability to improve managerial effectiveness, enhance
accountability, track system effectiveness, increase feed-
back, and promote skill development and goal setting
(Morgeson et al., 2005). However, the extent to which a
culture is individualistic or collective shapes employees’
preferences about how and who should assess their per-
formance (Fletcher & Perry, 2001). In high power-distance
cultures, it may be inappropriate for employees to provide
their managers with feedback.

The supervisor’s role should be clear

Since appraisers and appraisees alike typically approach
performance appraisals with discomfort, participants need to
agree on the purpose and process for appraisal to be effec-
tive (Glen, 1990). Raters may be less accurate if they need to
rate not only employees’ individual performance (in order to
identify training needs, provide feedback, determine trans-
fers and re-assignment, and highlight individuals’ strengths
and weaknesses) but also their performance relative to their
peers (to set salary increases or disciplinary action) in the
context of a single appraisal process (Abu-Doleh & Weir,
2007; Cleveland et al., 1989).

Supervisors should have opportunity, ability, and
desire to evaluate accurately

The effectiveness of performance evaluation (Cederblom,
1982) depends on the superior’s knowledge of the subor-
dinate’s job and performance, the superior’s support for
the subordinate, and the subordinate’s ability to participate
in the interview. Organizational differences may negatively
affect the utility of a performance appraisal form across dif-
ferent settings and potentially hinder managers’ ability to
compare performance appraisal ratings for individuals in dif-
ferent sub-units (Zammuto et al., 2006). Given that raters’
like or dislike of an employee can influence their ratings
(Robbins & DeNisi, 1994), it is important to remember that
raters’ motivation to conduct accurate appraisals is contin-
gent on their level of accountability to both subordinates and
supervisors (Harris, 1994). Raters who are accountable to
mixed or higher status colleagues provide more accurate rat-
ings, while those accountable only to a lower status audience
tend to inflate ratings (Mero et al., 2007).

Employees should understand and accept
the appraisal process

Employees’ attitudes towards their supervisor, their par-
ticipation in the appraisal process, and knowledge of the
appraisal process itself are all positively associated with their
perception of its fairness (Kavanagh et al., 2007). Employees
are more likely to accept performance appraisal systems that
they perceive as incorporating their “voice” (i.e., goal setting
and feedback) and as being based on reliable performance
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PERFORMANCE APPRAISAL SYSTEMS 305

information (Roberts, 1994). Perceptions of favoritism nega-
tively affect employees’ acceptance of the system (Pettijohn
et al., 2001; Reinke, 2003; Jawar, 2007).

Performance standards should be job-specific

Because knowledge, skills and abilities are job-
specific, appraisal requires job-specific position descriptions
(Dransfield, 2000; Roberts, 2003). Competency modeling is
a viable alternative to traditional job analysis (Lievens &
Sanchez, 2007) as it allows job descriptions to incorporate
performance standards related to an organization’s vision,
strategy and objectives.

Evaluation should be oriented toward performance
improvement

While assessing past performance is important, perfor-
mance appraisal systems should also present employees
with a plan for performance improvement (Drenth, 1984;
Aguinas, 2009). Further, Boice and Kleiner (1997) report
that effective performance appraisal systems help to cre-
ate a motivated and committed workforce. When employees
have a clear understanding of the link between job-mastery
and career development goals as part of the appraisal pro-
cess, it makes it very clear how the current position sup-
ports employee growth and the additional opportunities the
employee needs to explore (Roberts, 1994).

Administrative formalism should be low

Most managers do not consider their ratings of subor-
dinates in performance appraisals to be completely honest
or accurate (Longenecker & Gioia, 2000). Rather, they
recognize that organizational politics — particularly the
supervisor’s liking for subordinates (Lefkowitz, 2000) —
play a critical role in performance appraisal systems (Ilgen
et al., 1993; Levy & Williams, 2004). While job satisfaction
is reduced if ratings are manipulated downward to punish
employees, inflated ratings do not have this same effect.
Instead, they can promote a positive work atmosphere (Poon,
2004), help managers avoid confrontation with employees
and show upper management that their unit is performing
well (Tziner et al., 1996).

The relationship between employees
and supervisors should be positive

Supervisors and employees have different concerns about
appraisal systems. While supervisors’ acceptance is based
on whether they approve the appraisal form, employees’
acceptance depends on their perceptions of their supervisor’s
leadership (Reinke, 2003). Moreover, Whitaker et al. (2007)
suggest that employees who receive constructive feedback
are more likely to accept the feedback, receive higher rat-
ings and have greater role clarity. As such, managers need to

focus more on interpersonal issues (Reinke, 2003; Gordon
& Stewart, 2009). They can do so by recognizing the impor-
tance of non-verbal communications; the skilled use of
“open” and “closed” questions, paraphrasing statements to
verify their accuracy; feeling comfortable discussing emo-
tions, and providing concrete feedback (Kikoski, 1998).

Caribbean-Specific Performance Appraisal Literature

Given how much organizational culture and politics affect
performance appraisal systems, it is important to examine
extant Caribbean-specific performance evaluation literature.
Caribbean states face general problems integrating perfor-
mance appraisal with other elements of HR management
including: the persistence of colonial era structures and cul-
tures present a barrier to public sector reform; pressure
to reform the public sector while maintaining fiscal aus-
terity have undermined governments’ ability to implement
new appraisal systems; the links between individual perfor-
mance and organizational objectives are often unclear; a lack
of strategic planning undermined reform efforts; and many
reforms are introduced piecemeal rather than strategically
(Bissessar, 1998, 2000).

Sutton (2008) highlights other negative contextual vari-
able in the Caribbean including that:

1. while promotion is in theory based on merit, in prac-
tice it is often determined by seniority,

2. while training is offered it does not occur in the
context of a well-defined organizational strategy

3. performance appraisal systems in the Caribbean often
produce inflated ratings,

4. while there are consequences on paper for nega-
tive performance (e.g., dismissal), these are seldom
applied, and

5. public sector bureaucracies are historically resistant to
change.

Despite these barriers, reforms have been successfully
implemented in some Caribbean countries. For example,
Jamaica recently introduced a new performance manage-
ment system formulated on the basis of consultations with
staff (Sutton, 2008).

Because contextual variables — including the availabil-
ity of funding, human resources, and political support —
often determine the success or failure of reforms, perfor-
mance appraisal systems need to be designed with the spe-
cific country context in mind (Caiden & Sundaram, 2004).
According to Isaacs (2004), improving public sector perfor-
mance is one of The Bahamas’ most pressing challenges.
On a positive note, The Bahamas has a formal perfor-
mance evaluation system in place and the Department of
Public Service has compiled a performance appraisal manual
that presents guidelines for assessing performance (in order
to reduce rater bias). The department has also conducted
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306 ROLLE AND KLINGNER

ongoing seminars for managers/ supervisors on how to use
performance appraisal tools (Isaacs 2004). Despite these
initiatives, supervisors still have a tendency to rate employ-
ees’ performance as average or above average even if their
performance may not completely satisfy the necessary cri-
teria (Isaacs 2004). Moreover, while staff is systematically
evaluated, the performance standards are not always clear
(Isaacs 2004). Finally, salary/incentive problems make it
difficult to retain high-level staff, internal accountability is
weak because of robust job security, and managers’ perfor-
mance incentives, external accountability is weak because
of a lack of mechanisms for collecting feedback from clients
and there are persistent budgetary constraints (Isaacs 2004).

METHODOLOGY

This study analyzed employees’ perceptions of the perfor-
mance appraisal system used in the public service of The
Bahamas. Data were primarily collected via focus group
discussions.1 By creating a discussion among respondents,
the methodology allowed the researchers to gain direct
understandings and insights (Creswell 2002). A focus group
can be defined as a carefully planned discussion designed
to obtain perceptions on a defined area of interest in a per-
missive, non-threatening environment. It is conducted with
approximately seven to 12 people by a skilled interviewer.
The discussion is relaxed, comfortable, and often enjoyable
for participants as they share their ideas and perceptions.
The researcher puts the subject and his/her perception of the
world at the center of their attention.

While there are disadvantages associated with focus
groups (including the presence of dominant personalities),
focus groups are an effective research tool in comparison
to other methods such as individual interviews because they
allow access to research participants who may find one-
on-one, face-to-face interaction intimidating (Morgan,
1988). Another benefit of using focus group is that they
create multiple lines of communication and thus offer partic-
ipants a safe environment where they can share experiences,
ideas, and beliefs in the company of people which have a
central element of their experience in common (Stewart &
Shamdasani, 1990). Third, group dynamics stimulate think-
ing and verbal contributions and decrease the researcher’s
influence over the interview process. Finally, focus groups
provide the opportunity to obtain respondents in-depth
perceptions in order to generate information that can be used
as the basis for designing larger scale survey instruments.

A purposive sampling strategy was utilized to con-
sciously recruit participants from a cross-section of the

1The study was conducted after approval was obtained from the
Institutional Research Board (IRB) at The College of The Bahamas. All
participants were informed of the design and the purpose of the study and
were asked to complete a written consent form. They were informed that
they were free to leave the focus group if they so wished.

public service to ensure that all viewpoints were adequately
represented. Six focus groups, consisting of subordinates
and supervisors from New Providence and Grand Bahama
Island, were held in order to ensure that there would be suf-
ficient diversity in viewpoints. Potential participants were
contacted via personal invitation and given a list of times and
locations they could attend. Each session lasted 75 – 95 min-
utes. The focus group discussions utilized an interview guide
(see Appendix 1). The researcher obtained verbal permission
from participants to tape record the discussions, which were
subsequently transcribed by the same facilitator.

A one-minute survey was conducted at the beginning of
the focus group to obtain participants’ background infor-
mation. A total of 51 invitees (22 males and 29 females)
attended the focus groups. The participants held a wide
breadth of job titles (e.g., Under Secretary, First Assistant
Secretary, Filing Assistant and Court Reporter) and worked
in a variety of functional areas. Twenty-eight percent were
under the age of 36, 35 percent were between the ages of
36 and 50, and 37 percent were between 51 and 64. In terms
of education, 24 percent had a high school degree, 21 per-
cent an associate degree, 45 percent a bachelor’s degree, and
10 percent a master’s degree. With respect to work expe-
rience, 22 percent had 10 years or less, 39 percent had
11–20 years, and 39 percent had 21 years or over. Forty
percent had managerial responsibilities (e.g., as an execu-
tive, manager, or first-level supervisor), while 60 percent
classified themselves as either staff or frontline employees.

Bogdan and Biklin (1998) provide common types of cod-
ing categories, but emphasize that individual researcher’s
central questions should shape their coding schemes.
To code the data for this study first, the focus group
responses were organized according to the interview guide
questions. Only responses related to the discussion ques-
tions were listed. Once all the questions and responses were
organized, the data were then individually coded as posi-
tive, negative, and neutral. Positive responses were those that
identified a meritorious aspect of the performance appraisal
system; negative responses identified a deficiency in the sys-
tem. Responses were coded as neutral if they contained
feedback that was neither positive nor negative, or was
both positive and negative. Positive and negative responses
were disaggregated into sub-themes that were then ana-
lyzed according to whether participants were managers or
non-managers.

RESULTS

Success of performance appraisal system
in achieving its intended objectives

The responses suggest that the majority of participants
do not believe that the performance appraisal system is
achieving its intended objectives. Overall, 67 percent of
respondents indicated that the performance appraisal system
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PERFORMANCE APPRAISAL SYSTEMS 307

did not fulfill its objectives while 18 percent believed that
it did and 15 percent were neutral. The difference between
managers’ and employees’ perceptions was striking: 85 per-
cent of managers provided positive feedback and almost all
employees (96 percent) responded negatively. There were no
major differences in the responses provided by employees in
Nassau and Freeport.

Negative comments (n=25) focused primarily on the low
quality and ineffectiveness of the performance appraisal
instrument (44 percent). One employee noted, “I could be
‘outstanding’. You could be ‘Outstanding’. My outstand-
ing is completely different from your outstanding, but we
still get the same thing, five points.” They also focused on
personal bias (40 percent). As another respondent noted,
“Sometimes you may have a supervisor that has an under-
lying problem with an individual and they will evaluate you
according to what they have in their head instead of dis-
cussing it with you or one-on-one in normal conversation.”

Positive responses (n=8) noted the effectiveness of the
instrument (63 percent) and the fairness of the appraisal
process (25 percent). For example, one managerial respon-
dent commented, “This instrument forces the supervisor
to encourage or make provisions for the person to go on
and receive the requisite qualifications.” Likewise, another
manager noted that the system fairly allocates rewards and
communicates objectives: “In the past, the supervisor filled
the appraisal, signed off on it, and the employee did not par-
ticipate. Now, there is room for agreement or disagreement.
If there is some rating that you don’t like, you can dialogue
with the supervisor.”

Managers’ success in balancing competing roles

Neither supervisors nor frontline employees (68 percent)
believed that mangers effectively balanced their roles as
counselors and judges in the context of the performance
appraisal system. Although 30 percent of the responses were
neutral, only 1 person responded positively. The majority
of negative responses (52 percent) emphasized the difficulty
managers have fulfilling these dual roles. As one manager
noted, “We tend to be just the coach or counselor, and not
deal with problems. There comes a time, however, when you
have to stand up and be maybe even the fall guy.”

Many respondents (managers and non-managers alike)
perceived that managers received neither training nor sup-
port as either counselors or judges. One noted, “Persons
have been given titles or thrust into positions without the
necessary training. So, there are supervisors who do not
know their role.” Interestingly, a large number of negative
respondents (33 percent), all from Freeport, suggested that
the performance appraisal system unfairly rewarded employ-
ees based in Nassau. One employee noted, “There was a
particular situation in Freeport when the Freeport office got
some letters saying, ‘You were recommended for promo-
tion, but it is not approved at this time.’ We figured the
government didn’t have any money. But, when we looked all

of the people in Nassau got promoted . . .” Another front line
employee in Freeport noted “Even the janitresses in Nassau
get their promotions on time. What happen to us? We do
our best. You can’t continue patting people on their back
year after year. Nassau is really the biggest de-motivator to
the entire service, especially for the young, talented work-
ers. That’s why I say this whole appraisal thing is a waste
of time.” This suggests that geographical equity and trans-
parency in reward allocation should be priorities for HR
management reforms to address.

Supervisors’ opportunity, ability and desire to evaluate
accurately

While 74 percent of respondents (N=29) answered this
question negatively, only 3 percent provided positive
responses. Negative respondents most frequently (51 per-
cent) noted raters’ lack of opportunity to rate employ-
ees accurately—including unclear job descriptions, missing
files, and a dearth of opportunities for managers and staff
to interact. For example, one employee noted, “I have never
had an opportunity to sit down one-on-one and do a perfor-
mance appraisal with my boss. It has always been, ‘Here
is the performance appraisal. Do it yourself.’ And I sign it
without any kind of communication.” Though the perfor-
mance appraisal process is supposed to interactive in nature
and form the basis for sustained performance improvements,
the fact that no meeting was held deprived the supervisor
with the opportunity to conduct an accurate evaluation.

Similarly, 20 percent of negative respondents suggested
that the primary problem was raters’ lack of desire to rate
employees accurately. One employee reported that in some
cases, “A performance appraisal is sent to the immediate
supervisor who doesn’t want to deal with it or know what to
do, so they send it to their former supervisor who is currently
in a different department.” In this instance, the supervisor
had the opportunity to rate the employee but instead decided
to assign the responsibility to someone else. Likewise,
one manager lamented, “It [performance appraisal] is low
on [department heads’] agendas. Unfortunately, the conse-
quences for not having a person’s performance appraisal fall
on the employee, because if I am in a group of persons
to be promoted and my supervisor doesn’t turn in my per-
formance appraisal I have lost an opportunity, but nothing
happens to the supervisor.” Finally, 27 percent of negative
respondents identified managers’ lack of ability to accu-
rately rate employees as the primary impediment to effective
performance appraisal. Interestingly, while many employees
emphasized this problem, no managers identified this issue
as a primary concern.

Employees’ understanding and acceptance
of the appraisal process?

Sixty eight percent of respondents suggested that they did
not have an understanding and/or accept the appraisal
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308 ROLLE AND KLINGNER

process, while only 5 percent responded positively to this
question. The most frequent negative response (75 percent)
related to employees’ lack of understanding and accep-
tance was that performance standards were irrelevant and/or
ambiguous. One respondent noted, “Our job description is in
dispute because it has been altered. In fact, it changes from
day to day. We have some deficiencies within our depart-
ment in that we were never given a proper job description.” If
employees do not understand the criteria that they are being
measured against and job descriptions are unclear, it is very
difficult to have a well-functioning performance appraisal
system.

Other respondents indicated (25 percent) that they didn’t
understand/accept the process because ratings often took
place on the basis of personality and not performance. For
example, one employee commented, “We don’t have enough
supervisors who are willing to look beyond a person’s per-
sonality to rate them on their ability to perform.” Similar to
the example in the previous paragraph, perceptions of bias
in the system obfuscate undermine employees’ acceptance
and understanding of the basis upon which they are being
rated.

Existence of occupation specific job descriptions
and performance standards

Only 53 percent of respondents said they had a job descrip-
tion while 47 percent reported they did not. Explaining
the uneven progress in this area, one supervisor noted,
“About three years ago we would have asked each super-
visor to prepare a job description, specific job descriptions
not general, on their staff, based on what they do on a
daily basis. So we have job descriptions on persons now—
not everyone, but the majority.” Given that job descriptions
are one of the fundamental building blocks of performance
appraisal systems, it is likely that uneven progress in for-
mulating job descriptions in undermining the efficacy of the
system.

Even in instances where job descriptions might exist,
employees continue to face barriers in accessing job descrip-
tions from the Department of Public Service. One employee
commented, “I know they have General Orders online, but
I never had a hard copy to call my own. The supervisors
treat the copies in the ministry like it is a top secret. I don’t
know how they can use a document to govern you that you
never see or have the opportunity to read.” Although some
job descriptions are posted online, many civil servants have
difficulty accessing them. One employee lamented, “Only
the big dogs in the ministry have access to the internet. So if
you don’t have internet at home, how are you supposed to
have access to the document?” The quotes in this paragraph
demonstrate that some employees’ are finding it difficult to
access the job descriptions upon which their performance
evaluation is based.

Degree to which performance appraisal system is tied
to long-range employee objectives such as promotion
and career planning

Unfortunately, most respondents (82 percent) did not feel
that the performance appraisal system was tied to their
long-range objectives, and only one respondent (3 percent)
expressed positive sentiments on this issue. Negative respon-
dents focused on three themes. First, many (37 percent)
did not think that performance appraisal was effectively uti-
lized for long-term organizational and leadership succession
planning. For example, one participant remarked that, “The
organization that I work in does no strategic planning. There
is no system that says we want to look long term for our next
leaders. So, there is no succession planning—none.”

An equal number of negative respondents (37 percent)
suggested that the appraisal system was ineffectively linked
to long-term objectives because promotions and other career
opportunities often were allocated based on politics or other
non-merit factors. An employee from Nassau commented,

Many years ago, there was a vacancy. I applied and did not
get the position for ‘political reasons.’ In response, I wrote
to the Ministry and asked, ‘Tell me what I need to do in the
event that a similar position is made available, so that I could
then be equipped for that.’ See, I knew that it had nothing to
do with my skills. It had to do with my political affiliation
that they thought they knew. And so, it went from this person
to that person, from that person to that person and at the end
of the day nobody answered.

Finally, 17 percent of negative respondents identified a
lack of training opportunities for employees as the primary
barrier to connecting performance appraisal to longer-term
career goals. As one participant noted, “I have stated my
long-term goals and so forth, and I have gotten no feedback.
And when there are times for classes and training you never
hear from them. So what is the point of filling it out?”

Subjectivity and bias in the appraisal process

The majority of responses (75 percent) were negative
whereas only 19 percent were positive. An analysis of neg-
ative responses (N = 23) suggests that both subjectivity
(50 percent) and formalism (50 percent) continue to charac-
terize the appraisal system. Subjectivity included problems
associated with raters’ personal biases (29 percent) and lack
of training (21 percent). A front line employee from Freeport
commented, “It would be the favored in the department who
would get the outstanding, even though the work might not
be up to par, because you are in inner circle or clique, you
have a lot of them in the same church or denomination, my
church member, you suck up to me. Yes, you would get ‘out-
standing’ but your work is not up to par.” Pointing out issues
related to training one respondent commented, “I don’t think
expatriates from Nigeria should be doing my appraisal. If he
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has been here less than a year, I don’t think he is able to rate
me. Without going through the formal training, I don’t think
he should do that.”

One half of negative respondents identified issues per-
taining to formalism, including missing or lost documents
and institutional incentives for managers to provide inflated
ratings. One employee commented,

There was a time when our administrators simply wrote
‘Average.’ As a result, the Public Service Commission
questioned why so many average persons were being rec-
ommended for promotion. So what they are doing now is
putting everybody as ‘above average.’ They are not being
objective. Another reason they are giving persons ‘average’
ratings is because there has to be a paper trail with every-
body who is ‘below average.’ If he or she was never given a
warning letter they cannot receive a bad grade.

Other respondents complained that a lack of manage-
ment commitment undermined the integrity of the system.
For example, in one department, “The average’ rating was
due to the fact that our immediate supervisors were not the
ones doing the assessment. Administrators who were work-
ing 9:00 to 5:00 were the ones filling out the forms. They had
a task to do at the end of the year and wanted to complete it.”

The minority of positive respondents emphasized that
rater training and enhanced transparency had reduced both
formalism and subjectivity. One manager noted,

Yes, but I have to admit that [she] has exceptional interper-
sonal skills. She may be somebody I don’t personally like,
but she has those skills. She has excellent IT skills. I think
this performance appraisal has taken us away from being
unfair to people because it has opened the door for the per-
son to look us in the eye and challenge us. So you have to
be, at least, 80 percent honest.

Relationship between employees and supervisors
in the context of performance appraisal

Most (59 percent) respondents felt that their supervisors
did not have the ability and skills to effectively complete
the appraisal, while 27 percent and 13 percent gave posi-
tive and neutral responses. A majority (53 percent) of the
negative respondents thought a lack of training undermined
supervisors’ capacity to discuss employees’ performance.
One noted, “We need to start from scratch and put the
proper training in place first before we say we are serious
about performance appraisal.” Moreover, 47 percent of neg-
ative respondents blamed rater bias and negligence for low
performance in this area. Describing their supervisor, one
respondent commented,

Sometimes persons who don’t have control over their own
lives and homes want to control grown men and women.
They take their frustrations out on their staff. The supervisor

is supposed to be a coach, a leader, trying to get your team
together to accomplish a common objective. But the only
thing they want to do as supervisor is to constantly judge
others, and be the executioner.

Positive respondents tended to emphasize ongoing
improvements in the appraisal system. One manager stated,
“I think the Department of Public Service has transformed
itself. There was a conscious decision to work on staff rela-
tions . . . I think we have made a quantum leap in that
area.” While managers were more likely than employees to
emphasize the positive aspects of the performance appraisal
system, some employees commented positively on raters’
capabilities. Similarly, a frontline employee noted, “My
supervisor is a straight-forward person. What she says to
your face is what she says behind your back.”

RECOMMENDATIONS

The results of this analysis indicate significant dissatisfac-
tion with the current performance appraisal system in The
Bahamas. Indeed, the responses to every question were
overwhelming negative. In general, the responses lead us
to conclude that the performance appraisal system in the
Bahamas suffers from three distinct types of deficiencies:

• The current system is neither able to provide
managers/raters with the incentives necessary to take
the performance appraisal system seriously, nor the
tools required to effectively approach the process.
Factors inhibiting raters’ willingness and ability to use
the system to produce desired outcomes include lack
of upward and downward accountability, missing per-
formance appraisal files, unclear job descriptions, and
insufficient training.

• Employees are dissatisfied with the current system
and do not accept or trust in the appraisal process.
Effective performance appraisal processes must simul-
taneously serve the needs of employees, management,
and the organization. Results suggest that the system is
not providing employees with the feedback they need
to improve their performance. Moreover, deficien-
cies such as unclear or non-existent job descriptions,
supervisors’ lack of effort and skill in performance
appraisal, inflated ratings, and employees’ uncertainty
about how they are being judged detract from the
system’s ability to motivate employees.

• The lack of system-level appraisal quality control
undermines the link between performance appraisal
and long-term organizational objectives. Given their
complexity, successful appraisal systems require plan-
ning, performance measurement, and evaluation. The
current system does not include many of the features
needed to ensure continuous alignment with strategic
organizational objectives.
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The results of this study are consistent with previous stud-
ies on performance appraisal in the Caribbean (Bissessar,
1998; Isaacs, 2004; Sutton, 2008). Indeed, and in similar-
ity to other countries in the region, the focus group results
suggest that The Bahamas’ performance appraisal system
continues to suffer from a variety of deficiencies including
a lack of resources for training, rater bias, and insufficient
organizational commitment to change.

Though they provide organizations with a wide range of
benefits, the results of this study specifically—and perfor-
mance appraisal research in the Caribbean more generally—
highlight why some scholars have questioned the efficacy
of performance appraisal systems as a way to drive sys-
tematic performance improvements (Martin & Bartol, 1998;
Roberts, 1998). Indeed, if the performance appraisal sys-
tem is operating sub-optimally—as appears to be the case
in The Bahamas—then it can often do more harm than good
in terms of achieving its desired objectives. For example, if
raters do not have sufficient time to carry out the reviews
and/or do not take the process seriously, employees’ that
perceive the process as unfair may have more tension with
their managers.

Unfortunately, organizational pathologies such as admin-
istrative formalism (Longenecker & Gioia, 2000), lack of
resources for training (Abu-Doleh & Weir, 2007; Cleveland
et al.„ 1989), and a general resistance to change in
Caribbean public sector organizations (Bissessar, 1998;
Sutton, 2008) make the process of reforming performance
appraisal systems particularly challenging. In order to over-
come these stumbling blocks, reformers need to take steps
that ensure that organizational incentives are aligned in
way that promotes performance appraisal improvements.
Recommendations for improving The Bahamas’ perfor-
mance appraisal system are presented below. Success during
the implementation process will be dependent on overcom-
ing the types of organizational pathologies that typically
undermine the effectiveness of performance appraisal sys-
tems.

Demonstrate a Commitment from the Top
and Increase Accountability

Management needs to demonstrate to managers and frontline
employees alike that it is committed to improving the perfor-
mance appraisal system. Demonstrating top-level is essen-
tial, and presents the fewest institutional and organizational
barriers. First, management can initiate a comprehensive
awareness campaign at important points in the performance
appraisal cycle, using e-mail, departmental memos- and
posters in government offices. The strategic communications
campaign should aim to thoroughly sensitize managers and
frontline staff alike to the intricacies of the performance
appraisal process. As such, the information provided should
clearly delineate the shared roles and responsibilities of both
managers and employees at each point in the process.

Management also needs to change organizational culture
by signaling to managers and employees that they are taking
the process seriously. One way that management can demon-
strate this commitment is to analyze performance appraisal
data at review meetings (Post & Agarwal, 2011). The dis-
cussions at the review meetings should highlight relevant
statistics — such as the percentage of appraisal submit-
ted on time by raters, promotion statistics by geography,
and the number of complaints in relation to the process —
to highlight strengths and weaknesses in the system at the
departmental and unit levels. If there are issues in relation to
the process, management will know about it early on and can
work with departmental leaders to take the steps necessary
to get the system back on track. Thus, raters will know that
their performance is being monitored and that management
will hold them accountable for delivering results.

Similarly, management should provide raters with incen-
tives to rate employees accurately by including raters’
performance in appraising employees as part of their per-
formance evaluation (Roberts, 1998). While implementing
a 360-degree appraisal system may be the most effective
way to do this, it would require a significant overhaul
of the current appraisal process, intensive training, and a
medium- to long-term investment in improving the per-
formance appraisal system. As such, in the interim raters’
performance in appraising employees (including whether
they done so satisfactorily and on a timely basis) should be
included as part of their performance evaluation. By apply-
ing the system to assess the performance of top-level leaders
and publicizing the results, top management can visibly
and publicly demonstrate — to supervisors and employees
alike — its commitment to take the performance appraisal
process and ongoing reform efforts seriously.

Finally, management could also set up a grievance redress
mechanism to give employees and raters the opportunity to
provide feedback, complaints, and suggestions on the per-
formance appraisal process. The mechanism should not be
used as an avenue by which stakeholders can challenge their
ratings; rather it should be an opportunity for them to bring
important procedural issues to management’s attention(e.g.,
whether or not performance reviews are happening on time
and according to the correct protocol). Given that this mech-
anism cannot succeed in a vacuum, management should
publicize its existence as part of the strategic communica-
tions campaign discussed above. Complainants should be
provided with a variety of channels that they can use to
access the mechanism (e.g., phone, e-mail, and text mes-
sages) and the opportunity to provide input anonymously
(Post & Agarwal, 2011). By enhancing accountability within
the context of the system and providing stakeholders with
the opportunity to provide feedback, this type of an interven-
tion would simultaneously decrease the likelihood that raters
will continue to shirk their performance appraisal responsi-
bilities, and increase the likelihood of employee involvement
in the process.
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Implement a Comprehensive Performance Evaluation
Training Program for Managers

Training is crucial (Nesbit & Wood, 2002) to enhance raters’
active listening skills and abilities (Kikoski, 1998), provide
raters with tools to enhance the accuracy of their ratings
(Ilgen et al., 1993), and empower employees during the
appraisal interview (Roberts, 2003). This means anticipating
and overcoming barriers associated with interventions of this
type. First, because managers have different skill levels in
performance appraisal, the first step in the curriculum design
process should be to survey managers (using a self-reporting
survey tool) and classify them into groups according to their
current skill level. This would help course designers assess
existing strengths and weaknesses in different parts of the
public service, and design the curriculum accordingly.

Second, curriculum designers need to provide raters with
the right mix of skills (Nesbitt & Wood, 2002; Roberts,
2003). The training program should

1. inform participants about the tools used in the review
process,

2. provide them with the interpersonal skills necessary
to effectively engage employees in the review process,
and

3. sensitize them to potential biases.

The “tools” section of the training program should focus
on familiarizing participants with how the system func-
tions, outlining management’s expectation in regards to the
review process (e.g., the importance of accurate ratings), and
various ways (e.g., journals) to document employees’ per-
formance over time. The “interpersonal skills” section of the
training should provide raters with communications training
on how to provide constructive feedback, engage in con-
flict resolution, empower employees through goal setting,
etc. Finally, the “biases” training should help raters under-
stand the rating errors (e.g., halo, central tendency, leniency,
and harshness) they are likely to encounter, how to assess
organizational and personal bias, and how to overcome the
technical problems and ethical challenges associated with
performance appraisal.

Third, a system needs to be established to track par-
ticipants’ progress through the course. Training should be
mandatory. Supervisors should review new managers’ par-
ticipation in the educational program as part of annual
performance appraisal activities and managers should under-
stand that non-completion will negatively affect their perfor-
mance reviews.

Strengthen the Monitoring and Evaluation System

Improvements in the effectiveness of human resource sys-
tems generally — and performance appraisal systems
more specifically — rarely happen overnight. Management

therefore needs to monitor reform initiatives, conduct ongo-
ing evaluations, and stimulate a process of continuous,
systemic improvement.

Improvements in monitoring and evaluation activities
need to take place across a number of different dimensions.
First, the government should undertake a comprehensive
assessment of the quality standards used to appraise per-
formance. In order to promote systemic effectiveness, the
quality standards used in performance appraisal assessments
need to be challenging, realistic, consistent with organiza-
tional goals, and measurable whenever possible (Martin &
Bartol, 1998). Not only should specific standards be gener-
ated for every rating that an employee receives, but these
standards should also be reviewed by a third party (fre-
quently the rater’s supervisor) prior to the start of the rating
period. By engaging in refinements of the rating criteria on
an annual basis, management can ensure a uniform approach
to rating employees in different periods.

Second, the government should implement a rater track-
ing system. As part of the tracking activities — which should
take place in the form of randomly selected audits — staff
should assess individual raters’ performance and provide
them with feedback about the quality of their ratings. At a
minimum, this should include an assessment of the ratings
provided and rationale used to justify these ratings (Martin
& Bartol, 1998). In addition to providing insights into raters’
performance and an opportunity to provide them with feed-
back, this system can also be used to identify organizational
biases such as inflated ratings. For example, if the exercise
reveals that personnel in one unit receive a much larger pro-
portion of high ratings than would normally be expected,
it may be a sign that the rater in that unit has fallen prey
to biases and thus warrant further exploration. Similarly, a
vast majority of personnel receiving ratings in the middle of
the scale may also be a sign of rater bias (Martin & Bartol,
1998). The purpose of the tracking system should not be to
convince raters to change their assessments, but rather to
help them understand how potential biases undermine the
objectives of the performance appraisal system.

Because inflated ratings cause a variety of problems in
the context of performance appraisal, including making it
difficult to differentiate between poor and good perform-
ers (Harris, 1994), the government should also implement
measures designed to monitor and curb rating inflation.
Ratings tend to become more inflated as a system becomes
institutionalized over time (Martin & Bartol, 1998). When
the data reveal that most employees are receiving high
ratings — suggesting that it will be difficult to draw distinc-
tions between different performance levels — management
should consider modifying the instrument used to generate
the ratings. While changing the instrument will require that
raters receive training on the new assessment methodology,
it will ultimately enhance the performance appraisal sys-
tem’s integrity and capacity to contribute to the attainment
of long-run organizational objectives.
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312 ROLLE AND KLINGNER

Given the multitude of initiatives discussed above, it
may be advisable to establish units focused on performance
appraisal. For example, one potential idea is to create a per-
formance management unit within different ministries and
departments that would be responsible for reviewing perfor-
mance appraisals, collecting data, refining performance stan-
dards, and monitoring the effectiveness of the performance
appraisal system across the aforementioned dimensions. The
unit should be adequately staffed and resourced, and staff
members should be provided with advanced training on dif-
ferent aspects of performance appraisal. By creating distinct
centers of competency on this issue within the government,
it will be easier to not only implement systemic reforms, but
also to track progress on ongoing initiatives.

Engage Employees

Because employee involvement is a critical determinant of
performance appraisal system effectiveness, the government
should implement a basket of measures aimed at engaging
with employees and improving their trust in the system.
First, all employees should be provided with job descrip-
tions and easy access to performance standards; this will
enhance transparency in relation to performance appraisal.
The information should be posted online and also made
easily accessible to employees in their departmental human
resources units. This information should also be delivered in
the context of a strategic communications campaign aimed
at increasing employees’ awareness about various facets of
the performance appraisal process. If possible, there should
be a follow-up survey after the campaign to determine how
many employees are aware of the information in the cam-
paign. Moreover, management should initiate a dialogue
with employees to get their input into how the system is
structured, explore perceptions about the accuracy of the
performance appraisal instrument, and collect feedback on
raters’ performance.

One potential challenge is that employees might be hesi-
tant to provide candid feedback about the appraisal system.
In addition to having impartial observers conduct the focus
group discussions, the engagement strategy should also
include anonymous channels such as surveys and web-based
suggestion systems. In short, the goals of employee rela-
tions activities should be to solicit employees’ input while
simultaneously increasing their familiarity with, and trust
in, the system. Management should also use the data col-
lected during these activities to make improvements in the
performance appraisal system.

Finally, management should consider establishing a joint
employee-management task force to increase the downward
and upwards flows of information in relation to perfor-
mance appraisal, and provide employees with a formal voice
in relation to the process and ongoing reform initiatives.
For example, Jamaica successfully introduced a new per-
formance management system formulated on the basis of

consultations with staff (Sutton, 2008). The task force should
comprise managers, employees at different stages of their
careers, and leaders from the unit or group responsible for
implementing changes in the performance appraisal system.
It should meet periodically to analyze data that has been col-
lected, review progress, and make suggestions for improving
the system.

CONCLUSION

While well designed performance appraisal systems have the
ability to produce a variety of benefits, the literature high-
lights that achieving the reforms necessary to promote a well
performing system is often easier said than done. The results
of this study suggest that there is much room for improve-
ment in relation to the performance appraisal system in The
Bahamas.

Though the study has highlighted areas for improvement
and provided recommendations, there is a pressing need
to develop a better understanding of the political economy
associated with reform efforts of this nature. Up to this point,
scholars have provided important insights into the charac-
teristics of high performing performance appraisal systems.
While this literature provides important insights into perfor-
mance appraisal system design, it provides less visibility into
how to undertake a successful reform program that can trans-
late these ideas into reality. Given that performance appraisal
systems are likely to remain a facet of public sector orga-
nizations; future research should more closely examine the
factors that determine the success or failure of reform efforts
in the Caribbean region (Bissessar, 2000). By pursuing this
line of research, scholars will have taken an important step
in understanding how to operationalize high performance
appraisal systems that can generate substantial benefits for
management and employees alike.
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APPENDIX 1

Focus Group Questions

Q1. Performance appraisal systems have many objectives
including communication of objectives, reward allocation,
performance improvement and research. Which are the
objectives of the evaluation system in the government of
the Bahamas? How effective is this system at achieving its
stated objective? Explain.

Q2. Supervisors have two fundamental and potentially con-
tradictory roles in the appraisal process: improving perfor-
mance (as a counselor and coach), and allocating rewards
(as a judge). What is the balance between these two roles
in supervisors in Ministry/departments with which you
are familiar? Explain.

Q3. It is important that raters have the opportunity, ability
and desire to rate employees accurately. To what extent
does each of these conditions exist? Explain.

Q4. It is also important that employees understand and
accept the evaluative criteria. (Supervisors must rate
demonstrated performance for each job function based
on all applicable factors) To what extent is this case?
Explain.

Q5. To be valid, performance standards must be closely
related to occupation specific job descriptions. To what
extent is this case? Explain.

Q6. Performance appraisal systems intended to improve
performance should be tied to long-range employee objec-
tives such as promotion and career planning. To what
extent is this case? Explain.

Q7. “Administrative formalism” is a term used to describe
performance appraisal systems that purport to be objec-
tive, but actually mask supervisors’ subjectivity and bias.
Granting that any effort to evaluate performance objec-
tively suffers from some degree of formalism, how much
formalism is present in the evaluation system your unit
uses? Explain.

Q8. The most important characteristic of an effective
appraisal system is the quality of the relationship between
supervisors and employees (regardless of the method
used, its purpose, and so on). This requires that supervi-
sors have a high aptitude for the human relations aspect
of supervisory work. In general, how difficult or easy is
it for supervisors in your unit to discuss an employee’s
performance with that person? Explain.
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