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Performance Appraisal:  From Appreciation to Dismissal 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 Our performance is being assessed regularly by different people, using various 

methods, in different settings, with or without our knowing.  School, from kindergartens 

to university, is definitely the place where our performance is first being evaluated.  We 

are so used to being evaluated that we would see it as a routine.  We might have even 

forgotten why we have to go through this painful process.  

I had been in school, and my performance had been evaluated on a regular basis, 

for over 22 years and I did not give a thought on why I had to go through all the non-stop 

evaluations. I did not think about it because I knew that I had no way to escape from this 

process as long as I was in school and I would not have the opportunity to evaluate 

others.  I started to think about this when I became a teaching assistant in the University 

of Arizona.  I began to think how I should judge my students’ performance in class and 

why it was important to evaluate their performance.  Those thoughts led me to think:  is it 

enough just to observe the students, read their assignments and then put down a letter 

grade?  I gave the evaluation process an even deeper thought when I received the first 

evaluation forms filled by my students by the end of that semester.  It was then I realized 
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that performance evaluation1 did not necessarily have to be one-way.  It could go both 

ways.   

I continue to think about performance evaluation as I later became a teacher in a 

secondary school in Asia.  I had to deal with a group of teenagers and their parents.  I 

realized that the methods, functions and significance of evaluation could be very different 

in colleges and secondary schools.  Apparently, cultural settings have a great effect on 

how this process is conducted.   

 I am now a graduate student in the library science program and I am interested to 

see how performance appraisal is conducted in libraries, which are still highly labor-

intensive institutions, even though they have become more reliant on automation 

nowadays.  In this paper, I am going to discuss how performance appraisal is usually 

carried out in libraries and some damages possibly done to the institutions if the process 

is not conducted with care.2  I would try to provide some solutions to these problems that 

would occur during the evaluation process. 

 

PURPOSES OF PERFORMANCE APPRAISAL 

 Before I discuss how performance evaluation is usually conducted, it is important 

to understand its functions and values to the organization.  In all types of organizations, 

employees have to be evaluated.  Generally, it is thought that performance evaluation is 

conducted when the employers have to make decisions on pay increases and promotions 

or termination.  It is true that many organizations consider performance appraisal as a 
                                                 
1 In this paper, the term “performance evaluation”, “performance review”, and “performance 
appraisal” are used interchangeably.  
2 The focus of this paper is put on the evaluation process of professional librarians.  The 
evaluation of other library staff, such as student employees, will not to be discussed in this brief 
work. 
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tool that can “provide systematic judgments to back up salary increases, promotions, 

transfers, and sometimes demotions or terminations.”3  Instead of making these decisions 

on the basis of supervisors’ subjective preference, a well-documented assessment of can 

help the management make reasonable and sound personnel-related decisions such as, 

wage and salary treatment.4   

Employers are not the only crowd that is interested in identifying excellent 

performers and employees who are not up to the standard.  Employees want to know how 

they are evaluated, too.  Excellent performers need to know that their high performance is 

recognized and appreciated.  On the other hand, poor performers should be informed of 

areas of performance that require improvement together with guidance on how to 

improve them.  Leaving poor performers unidentified, the organization can be negatively 

influenced.5  

 Not only can performance appraisals help management make appropriate 

decisions regarding adjustment in pay in recognition of excellent performers, they can 

also reveal the training needs for certain individuals.  Understanding the training needs of 

these individuals helps the management in making required planning.   

Regular performance evaluation assists the management when preparing budget 

planning.  Many personnel-related decisions, such as hiring new employees, relocating 

                                                 
3 Sheila Creth and Frederick Duda, ed.  Personnel Administration in Libraries.  2nd ed.  (New 
York: Neal-Schuman Publishers, Inc., 1989), 165-166; Douglas McGregor,  “An Uneasy Look at 
Performance Appraisal.”  Harvard Business Review 50 (1972), 133. 
4 Robert D. Stueart and Barbara B. Moran.  Library and Information Center Management. 6th ed.  
(Westport, C.T.: Libraries Unlimited, 2002), 254. 
5 Creth and Duda, ed.  Personnel Administration in Libraries, 159-160; Richard Rubin. Human 
Resource Management in Libraries: Theory and Practice. (New York: Neal-Schuman Publishers, 
Inc., 1991), 102-104. 
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employees, adjustment in pay, and arranging training workshops, require the 

management to allocate its money differently.6 

 

PERFORMANCE APPRAISAL IN LIBRARIES 

 Like in any commercial organizations, performance appraisals are conducted in 

libraries, regardless of their size and types.  Appraisers are usually the supervisors and the 

appraisees would be their subordinates.  This has become the most common practice 

because the immediate supervisor is considered to be the authorized person who actually 

oversees and observes the performance of the individual staff member of the 

organization.7  The fact that this is conducted by the superior who is authorized to make 

(or influence) the decision on pay adjustment reflects the well-known purpose of 

performance appraisals: evaluation is used as the basis of the merit (or demerit) system. 

 Supervisors do not necessarily need to be the sole appraisers.  In some 

organizations, supervisors receive upward appraisals, a process where their subordinates 

evaluate their supervisors’ performances.  Supervisors receive fewer and fewer 

performance feedback as they promote to the higher level in the institution.8  It is 

important for library managers to receive feedback from time to time.    However, 

upward appraisals are usually not used as the basis of merit system.  They “serve 

                                                 
6 Rubin, Human Resource Management in Libraries, 102. 
7 Creth and Duda, ed.  Personnel Administration in Libraries, 186; Stueart and Moran.  Library 
and Information Center Management, 255. 
8 O Longenecker Clinton and Dennis A. Gioia.  “The Executive Appraisal Paradox.”  Academy of 
Management Executive (May 1992), 18-22; James F. Williams.  “Leadership Evaluation and 
Assessment.”  Journal of Library Administration vol. 32 no. 3-4 (2001): 153-155. 
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primarily as a tool for the guided self-development of the manager and as a means of 

giving employees a way to express their opinions.”9 

 Peer evaluation is another conventional practice, especially in evaluating 

academic librarians.  Peer reviews are used for almost all faculty members in higher 

educational institutions and therefore it is easy to understand why academic libraries 

adopt this type of review methods when evaluating academic librarians who have faculty 

status.  Peer reviews usually concentrate on, but, not limited to, professional activities of 

the staff, like their participation in professional meetings, research and publications.10  

Although studies show that the use of peer evaluation is “very much related to reliance 

upon research and publication as criteria for granting tenure”11, peer evaluations can be 

useful even when the appraisees are not academic librarians. It is believed that peer 

evaluations can provide a “realistic, three-dimensional perspective of performance.” 12 

Librarians often work as a team and interact with each other.  Even they work by 

themselves, they are usually familiar with others’ work, especially when evaluating one’s 

the competence in specific job responsibilities such as cataloging.13  Therefore, it is 

reasonable for librarians to be evaluated by their colleagues. 

Some organizations allow employee to do self-evaluation.  When self-evaluation 

is adopted in an institution, employees are to evaluate themselves regularly.  It is believed 

                                                 
9 Stueart and Moran.  Library and Information Center Management, 256. 
10 Ibid.; Creth and Duda, ed.  Personnel Administration in Libraries, 189-191; Peter Jordan, and 
Noragh Jones.  Staff Management in Library and Information Work.  3rd ed.  (Hampshire, 
England: Gower Publishing Limited, 1995), 154; Rubin. Human Resource Management in 
Libraries 114-115. 
11 Karen F. Smith, and Gemma DeVinney.  “Peer Review for Academic Librarians.”  Journal of 
Academic Librarianship vol. 10 no. 2 (1984), 90. 
12 Rubin. Human Resource Management in Libraries, 114. 
13 Creth and Duda, ed.  Personnel Administration in Libraries, 190; Stueart and Moran.  Library 
and Information Center Management, 256. 
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that when one’s weaknesses are pointed out by others, it is easily for one to feel that he or 

she is being criticized and become defensive.  Self-evaluations allow employees to 

actively review their own performances, point out their own weaknesses and strengths, 

and plan their career paths and request necessary training.14  McGregor states that 

individuals know about their own capabilities, strengths and weaknesses better than 

anyone and supervisors should not assume that they know enough about the training 

needs of their subordinates.15   

 Librarians no longer work only inside libraries.  They have to provide services to 

their customers, just like any other commercial organization.  Commercial organizations 

utilize external feedback from their clients.  Some even hire assessment centers to deliver 

feedback to their businesses.16  Feedbacks from clients are considered to be valuable, 

objective, and independent.  By adopting such client feedback, employers or supervisors 

can avoid the embarrassment possibly caused when the supervisors have to give negative 

feedback.  Libraries provide customer services to what are called “one-time-only 

contacts” or “external clients” in the community.  Some even serve with patrons, which 

in this case are known as “internal clients” closely, such as department heads and school 

administrators in an academic library environment.17  Many libraries have started to see 

their patrons as “valuable sources of information regarding the [librarians’] 

                                                 
14 Creth and Duda, ed.  Personnel Administration in Libraries, 189-190; Rubin. Human Resource 
Management in Libraries, 113-114. 
15 Douglas McGregor,  “An Uneasy Look at Performance Appraisal”, 136. 
16 Lucy McGee,  “Discuss Performance Positively and Provide Useful Feedback.” Strategic 
Human Resource Review vol. 5 no. 1 (November/December 2005): 5. 
17 Rubin. Human Resource Management in Libraries, 117-118. 
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responsiveness to client needs and their ability to deal effectively with the client in a 

professional and business-like manner.”18 

 All the performance evaluations discussed above are used to evaluate individuals.  

Since librarians are in a profession that tends to work in groups, there are situations when 

the management needs to consider appraising the staff as work groups.  Many institutions 

that operate in groups appraise groups and individuals together as part of their ordinary 

performance evaluations on each individual while in some libraries staff members are 

only evaluated as work groups.19 

 

PROBLEMS AND POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS 

 According to the Society of Human Resource Management, over 90% of 

performance appraisals conducted are not successful. 20   In the previous section, I 

examined how various members of an organization can be involved in the performance 

appraisal process.  In this section, I am going to look at some problems in carrying out 

this process and suggest some solutions to these problems. 

 Performance appraisals can be conducted using various methods.  Some 

commonly used approaches are essays, interviews, ranking, forced distribution rating 

system, and behaviorally anchored rating scales (BARS).21  No matter which methods is 

utilized in the institution, it should be reminded that performance appraisals are very 

personal and the content should be kept confidential and only made accessible to those 

                                                 
18 Ibid., 118. 
19 Peter Jordan, and Noragh Jones.  Staff Management in Library and Information Work, 150-
151. 
20 James F. Williams.  “Leadership Evaluation and Assessment.” 154. 
21 Stueart and Moran.  Library and Information Center Management, 262. 
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who have a legitimate reason, for example, the human resources department of the 

institution.  Since the process is supposed to be a confidential one, the setting (in this 

case, usually interviews) should be private.  Due to this particular situation, the whole 

process should be well documented so as to avoid any misunderstandings in the future.  

However, feedback should be given to the individuals so that they can improve their 

weaknesses and/or they would become more motivated.  According to studies, 

“employees who get feedback on their performance are twice likely to commit to their 

organization.”22   

Not only should supervisors give feedback to their subordinates, they should 

remember to recognize the effort especially of excellent employees.  Showing 

appreciation among other staff members can be major motivator.  However, it can be 

dangerous to identify excellent employees without deliberate consideration.  It could give 

other staff members the idea that the supervisor is identifying someone as the “heir-

apparent” or the “star” in the department.  This can cause conflicts among the 

subordinates.  Employees may lose the motivation in work since they believe that they 

themselves are not considered to be the “potential ones.”23  As for the employee who has 

been publicly praised might see himself as the “crown prince” and may not be motivated 

to provide even better service. 

 The process of performance evaluation can be very time-consuming, especially 

when the appraisers are expected to evaluate using open-end essays.  Various methods of 

appraisals, such as the forced distribution method, are created in order to ease appraisers 

through the process.  Often times, the institutions would provide the appraisers with 
                                                 
22 Lucy McGee,  “Discuss Performance Positively and Provide Useful Feedback, 5. 
23 Peter Jordan, and Noragh Jones.  Staff Management in Library and Information Work, 151-
152. 
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multiple-choice formatted forms to complete.  This definitely takes up less time but it can 

be difficult to provide an accurate and comprehensive evaluation.  This is because 

different people interpret the terms such as “good”, “satisfactory”, “average”, “fair” or 

letter grades differently.24  For example, in Hong Kong, the letter grade “E” is a passing 

grade but that is not true in this country.  The difference in the interpretations of the 

grading scheme can cause conflict and disagreement between appraisers and appraisees.  

Further problems can be caused if the employees are to be evaluated by different 

appraisers.  Some appraisers are more lenient than others.  Employees may receive 

different ratings depending on their supervisors, even with the same performance.25  

Training of the appraisers and communications among appraisers and employees can 

alleviate the errors.  

 It is not difficult to understand why many supervisors would rather be lenient 

appraisers than harsh. They may not want to face the embarrassment within the 

department nor do they want to cause any social conflicts.  Very often in smaller 

institutions, supervisors are usually very close to their subordinates.  This close social tie 

may explain why the supervisors are reluctant to give a lower grade to the appraisees, 

especially if that impacts salary decisions.  Another possible reason that might explain 

why appraisers do not want to submit relatively low ratings of their subordinates is that, 

they do not want to be seen as an incapable leader.  In order to solve the problem caused 

by the subjectivity of the appraisers, detailed and well-written guidelines should be 

                                                 
24 N. B. Winstanley, “Legal and Ethical Issues in Performance Appraisals.”  Harvard Business 
Review (November –December 1980): 188; Stueart and Moran.  Library and Information Center 
Management, 261-262. 
25 Ibid., 258. 
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provided to the appraisers.  Standards and definitions of the grading criteria are listed and 

should be explained to the appraisers before they begin the evaluating process. 

 Subordinates may face a similar dilemma when they are preparing the 

performance evaluation for their supervisors.  They might not provide honest feedback 

because they are afraid that their supervisors are not ready to be criticized. Guaranteed 

anonymity can usually relieve the worries of the employees. 

 Due to the same reason, inaccurate evaluation can happen when peer evaluations 

are conducted.  Appraisers are reluctant to criticize their own colleagues, especially when 

they work in small work teams.   A larger number of peers should be used in the 

evaluation process to increase the chances of effective peer evaluation.26  

Some people believe that self-evaluation can provide an honest rating since 

employees should know their own strengths and weaknesses the best.27  However, there 

are studies showing that self-evaluation is not necessarily accurate.  Some tend to 

underrate their own performance so that they would not invite criticism.28  Others would 

rate themselves higher so as to secure their positions or to present themselves as excellent 

employees.  I would not be surprised to find that many employees would rate themselves 

close to the average level on the scale.  After considering the factors contributing to 

possible inaccurate self-evaluation, I would suggest self-evaluation should be utilized 

along with other forms of evaluation methods, such as an evaluating interview.     

Appraising employees on a daily basis can help supervisors avoid another 

common error made during the process of evaluation.   Very often, supervisors see the 

                                                 
26 Rubin. Human Resource Management in Libraries, 114. 
27 Douglas McGregor,  “An Uneasy Look at Performance Appraisal”, 136. 
28 Creth and Duda, ed.  Personnel Administration in Libraries, 188-189; Stueart and Moran.  
Library and Information Center Management, 257. 
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process as an annual ritual.  And because supervisors see evaluation process as one of 

their annual task and only do it once a year, instead of evaluating the performance of the 

employees for the whole period covered by the evaluation, they have the tendency to 

focus on the employees’ most recent performance.29  Appraisers should be reminded that 

performance evaluation is indeed a year-round process.  They should evaluate their 

employees frequently.  This way they can provide timely feedback that can help 

employees improve.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 This paper briefly examines some conventional appraisal methods utilized in 

libraries.  Performance appraisals are essential in all organizations, especially in highly 

labor-intensive organizations like libraries.  This process assists the employers in making 

pay adjustment, promotion and demotion decisions.  It can help management to make 

plans in fulfilling any training needs of the subordinates.  An accurate and effective 

performance appraisal can definitely assist employers in preparing the budget of the 

institutions.   

Libraries serve as social and cultural institutions in the community.  People tend 

not to see libraries as any ordinary commercial organizations.  Today, many libraries and 

information centers are operated like commercial organizations.  However, it would be 

inappropriate to assume that libraries can conduct performance appraisals simply by 

adapting how they are conducted in the business world without any modification.  It is 

important for library managers to understand the underlying differences between libraries 

                                                 
29 Ibid., 259. 
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and commercial organizations.  For example, it is very common in business corporations 

to evaluate their employees using quantity standards, that is, by measuring the number of 

tasks they finish within a certain period of time.  Library managers should be aware that 

it is impossible for them to evaluate their subordinates using this standard.  It is 

unreasonable to evaluate a cataloger or a reference librarian by the number of books he 

catalogues or the number of reference queries he answers within a week. 

Each method has its own strengths and weaknesses.  Library management should 

carefully consider each appraisal method and decide which to be adopted.  The library’s 

human resources officer should be creative and consider a combination of various 

appraisal methods in order to conduct the most accurate and effective performance 

evaluation.  The choosing of suitable performance evaluation methods deserves further 

research.     
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