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To control errors in human-resource Information,

Controlling errors in information—
data contamination—isthe critical link
between generating data and applying
them to meaningful human-resource-

Cohen issenior vice-president ofproduct
development at Wilson Learning Corpo-
ration, 7500 Flying Cloud Drive, Eden
Prairie, MN55344. Thisarticle isthe sec-
ond in a three-part series on managing
human-resource data; Part / addressed
the development of useful and accurate
data bases.

Theauthor wishes to acknowledge the
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Designs, International (a Wilson Learn-
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management decisions. Understanding
the various sources of contamination
isnecessary for controlling them. The
goal isto control theincidence of error
injudgment, so that you can make pre-
dictions with perfect accuracy.

The three main contaminants

Redligtically, total control and per-
haps even understanding are unlikely.
There are two kinds of error: random
and systematic. The unpredictability of
random error makesit quite difficult to
explain, let alone control. But you can
control systematic error to some
degree, becauseyou can have areason-
ably good grasp of thefactorsthat tend
to be responsible for it—inconsistency,
instability, and subjectivity.

Briefly, inconsistency refers to the
manner, method, or approach you
employ when making evaluation deci-

sions. It includes such factors as job
relevance, standards of performance,
standardization procedures and policy,
and the data-gathering process itself.

Instability refers to the effects of
time on rating or judgment. Those ef-
fectsinclude not only the literal move-
ment from one period in time to
another (six months, two days, or one
hour) but also the events that occur
during that movement.

Last, and perhaps most recognizable
in judgment-making, is the error
caused by subjectivity. Unlike instabil-
ity and inconsistency, subjectivity is
the source of error with which most
managers can identify, understand, and
even explain. It emanates from abasic
principle of human behavior: every-
thing is in the eyes of the beholder.
With many different beholders with
many different perspectives, the pres-
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you fivst have to uudevstafid what causesthem.

ence of subjectivity is probably a
given, unless you can control it. The
various forms of subjectivity are well
researched, but their underlying
sources arerelatively ill-defined, given
the attention paid to them.
Subjectivity accounts for aconsider-
able amount of systematic error—that
is, the error is not al random. Many
people, for example, make what are
called constant errors—they display
certain tendencies or predispositions
that lead to predictable errorsin judg-
ment. For example, the tendency to
evaluate al people, regardless of their
abilitiesor qualifications, as high, low,
or average is a constant error. That
common tendency defies the bell-
shaped, normal distribution of perfor-
mance that more accurately describes
the actual world. Likewise, the ten-
dency to generalize from one charac-
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teristic of an individual to al other
characteristics can be aconstant error,
as is the tendency to contrast people
with oneself.

But the most dangerous and perva-
sive error of subjectivity isaperson's
inability to differentiate observations
from inferences—the tendency to
allow subjective perceptions to inter-
ferewith fact, to jump to conclusions.
For example, aman isrunning into an
officebuilding. What isthe first thing
you think? He's late for an appoint-
ment; someone ischasing him; or he's
got to go to the washroom. Often,
whatever you think becomes the ob-
servation when, in fact, it ismerely an
inference taken from the actual obser-
vation— running into the office build-
ing. Nothing more, nothing less. To
assume cause is common in making
observations, but obviously detrimen-
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td to accurately evaluating people. The
problem is at least threefold:

» you have to observe accurately;

» you have to observe long enough;
* you have to observe frequently
enough.

Only then can you begin to draw the
appropriate conclusions.

Now, think about the potential
damage an unsubstantiated inference
might create when you make selection,
promotion, or career-planning deci-
sions. Remember the articulate, well
groomed sales rep you hired, only to
discover that he lacked critical analyt-
ical, planning, and follow-up skills? Or
that top-notch engineer you promoted
to project manager, only to find out
she didn't have the necessary leader-
ship skills to manage a group effec-
tively? Why did you make those deci-
sions in the first place? Probably
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because you inferred from one set of
characteristics that your candidates
would possess another set.

The issue of subjectivity goes
beyond inference, and isrelated to the
types of rating errors people often
make in evaluating others. There are
several waysto control the influence of
those errors in the decision-making
process.

Errors in judgment

The three sources of error—
inconsistency, instability, and sub-
jectivity—contribute to errorsin judg-
ment. If the goal of management is to
make good decisions about people,
then management's penultimate goal
should be to remove the contaminants
in the judgment process. You can help
decision-makers to recognize and then
reduce the incidence and magnitude of

Common Rating Errors

Accuracy of recall: the tendency to
forget the relevant details of asitua-
tion based on time passage and in-
tervening events.

Halo effect: the tendency to
either positively or negatively gen-
eralizefrom one characteristic of an
individual to other characteristics of
that same individual.

Contrast effect: the tendency to
compare people to each other
rather than to some pre-established
standard.

Stereotyping: the tendency to
classify or evaluate employeesin a
certain way because of apparent
membership in aparticular category
of people (such asreligion or sex).

Differences in standards: the
tendency to evaluate consistently dl
people on the basisof apre-defined
set of experiences and expectations.

Fixed impression: the tendency
to allow amomentary observation
to affect indefinitely an overall eval-
uation of someone.

The effectsof time: the tendency
to alow the time proximity of ob-
servation to influence an evaluation.

Projection: the tendency to allow
one's own characteristics or values
to influence one's ratings.

Inference: the tendency to con-
fusetrue observationswith internal
thoughts about those observations,
so that the observation of behavior
isassumed rather than actually hav-
ing been seen or heard.

inaccurate people-related decisions.
But nothing isperfect—when dealing
with human behavior, you must
assume less-than-perfect predictions.

In many cases, factors outside the
control of the manager (and perhaps of
the employee) interfere with the per-
fection of the system. Motivational
variations, personal and home issues,
introspection and insight, and varia-
tions in maturity and growth, not to
mention economic, technological, and
political changes, dl can contribute to
aless-than-perfect formula. The role of
managers, then, should be to make the
most of what they have available to
them—namely, what they can actually
see of any employee's on-the-job per-
formance. Better observation, docu-
mentation, and evaluation skills will
improve the data base and subsequent
people decisions.

Most people commit rating errorsin
one way or another and to different
degrees. The first step in dealing with
the errors is to understand what they
are and how they contribute to various
errors in judgment, and to recognize
the ones you commit. Only then can
you discover the waysto control them.
See the box for abrief description of
the common rating errors; figure 1
shows how those errors relate to the
three sources of judgment error.

Another dimension important to

controlling the sources of error are the
skills of the decision-maker in making
judgments about people. The skillsare
* the accurate, empirical observation
of performance;
» the documentation (written or
mental records) of those observations
so that they are available on demand;
 the evaluation of those recorded
observationsin as objective amanner
as possible, which is critical to effec-
tively making sense out of the available
information.

Figure 2 shows the relationship be-
tween those error-control skills and
the typical rating errors. Applying
those skills reduces the likelihood of
rating errors, which in turn controls
the judgment errorsrelated to making
people decisions.

Figure 3 combines the first two
figures to demonstrate a three-
dimensional relationship.

To control errorsrequires more than
simply demonstrating their relation-
ship to their sources and type. But
managers can use some methods and
techniques to help control the con-
tamination of data

Controlling data
contamination

Total control of the sources of error
in judgment, both systematic and ran-
dom, is nearly impossible. We try to
account for the true causes of per-
formance, knowing full well that the
dynamics of lifeprovide acontinually
moving target that is difficult to hit.
Even in the physical sciences, total
truth eludes us. While the course of
nature may be relatively predictable,
the instruments used to assess those
conditions may not always be operat-
ing at full capacity and hence create
errors. Imagine then the difficulty of
reliably controlling the instrumen-
tation in evaluating others, when part
of the accuracy of the instrument
includes those doing the rating. None-
theless, managers can use certain
techniques to minimize judgment
error and enhance the chance for
reliable evaluations.

Enhancing Stability

Because the major causes of instabil-
ity are the effects of the passage of
time, the best way to control for that
isthrough improving the frequency of
observation over the time period. By
doing so, you can at least understand
and manage the factors that would
contribute to instability, such as
maturation and history. Understanding
the effects of the situation at different
times will shed light on the actual
causes and account for truer variance
around those events. Similarly, allow-
ing for not only frequent but also qual-
itatively different observations under
varying conditions will enhance the
reliability of the ultimate decision-
making process.

That alone is not enough. The
passage of time brings with it the
likelihood that you will forget what has
occurred, so you also need asystem for
recalling events. Recording or docu-
menting the observation in a mean-
ingful and relatively unobtrusive man-
ner will capture the essence of the
events at the time they occur.

Ensuring Consistency

Inconsistency refersto avariancein
approach or methodology of evalua-
tion. It is usually associated with the
criteria against which you compare a
person and the instrumentation you
use in the measurement process. The
greater the variancein both criteriaand
measurement devices, the greater the
likelihood of inconsistency in the way
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you make decisions. You can achieve
consistency, then, by improving defini-
tions of performance criteria, and
creating more effective standardization
and more valid instrumentation.
 Define performance criteria.
Understanding the duties and respon-
sibilities of a job and the knowledge,
sills, and abilities required to carry
them out effectively is critical if you
want to achieve consistency in the
evaluation process. Such information
givesobservations the proper focus. It
signalsto the decision-maker just what
tolook for and how important it isto
overal job performance.

Once available, the information

allows for relevant and meaningful
comparisons between candidates for
the same positions. Furthermore, it
focuses attention on the most impor-
tant performance indicators, allowing
a better job-to-person match (though
enough can't be said about the value of
simply understanding the specificjob
parameters). Indeed, you could argue
that the foundation for a good
personnel-evaluation system is a
thorough job analysis. Without such an
analysis, observations may be off-
target, documentation erroneous, and
evaluation irrelevant. A complete anal-
ysis of the job tasks, responsibilities,
and skillsrequired for effective perfor-
mance is necessary.
» Standardize the evaluation process.
Similar in concept to job relevance is
standardization. But the issue of rele-
vance concerns aconsistent definition
of job criteriaacross employees, while
standardization refers more to consis-
tency across the process by which you
evaluate employees. That includesthe
administration of not only the evalua-
tions but also the people making the
evaluations.

Some examples of standardization in
evaluation include adhering to similar
policies and procedures (that is, using
asystematic approach); using the same
evaluation formsor formats; applying
the same principles or decision points
across al people; providing similar
training for people responsible for
evaluations; and using the same criteria
for performance ranges (including
forced distributions, if appropriate). In
brief, the process of standardization
helpsto ensure a consistent and fair ap-
proach to evaluations, one that is rel-
atively the same for similar positions.
It controls the extraneous error-
variance of different evaluators, who
may use different standards and pro-

cedures to evaluate different people.
The absence of standardization results
in inconsistent treatment of people
and invites personal biasto intrude in
the evaluation process.

» Validate instrumentation. Another
way to ensure consistency in evalua-
tion is to develop valid and reliable
measurement instruments. Such in-
struments range from paper-and-pencil
tests, to rating scales for evaluating
on-the-job performance, to simulations

of real-world environments.
Underlying the use of the measure-
ment device is the assumption that it
does not contribute per se to uncon-
trollable or unsystematic variance in
the evaluation process. But, an instru-
ment that doesn't measure what it pur-
ports to measure will yield results that
areinconsistent with what you intend.
Often, however, instruments do ignore
relevant variables or facilitate indi-
vidual bias by design, consequently

Figure 1—Relationship of rating errors to sources of variance

Source of Error Variance

Type of Rating Error Instability Inconsistency Subjectivity
Accuracy of recall X

Halo effect X X X
Contrast effect X

Stereotyping X

Difference in standards X X
Fixed impression X

Time effects X
Projection

Inference X

Figure 2—Relationship between rating errors and skills

Type of Rating Error
Accuracy of recall

Halo effect

Contrast effect
Stereotyping
Difference in standards
Fixed impression

Time effects

Projection

X X X X X X X X

Inference
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providing inconsistent evaluations—
they permit individual evaluators, eval-
uatees, and situations to influence their
use. For instance, performance-
appraisal forms that leave the defini-
tion of listed factors open to interpre-
tation invite bias. Selection testsfor the
same job that vary in length and con-
tent invite inconsistency in results and,
therefore, usage.

Even an instrument's calibration can
affect accuracy. Clearly defined scaling
with meaningful intervals, anchored by
readily discernible differences,ismore
likely to yield truer results. Research
exploring different types of perfor-
mance-appraisal rating scales has
demonstrated that you can control cer-
tain constant rating errors by using dif-
ferent types of scales. The more you
define calibrations behaviorally, for
example, the lesslikelihood of the halo
effect (see the sidebar) in your results.

Similarly, research concerning selec-
tion has demonstrated that the more
relevant and performance-based the
evaluation instrument, the greater the
likelihood of predicting on-the-job
performance. That explains why sim-
ulation-related assessments often are

better predictors of performancethan
traditional paper-and-pencil, multiple-
choice tests, particularly when the
predicted performance involves skill
and process abilities rather than job
knowledge or technical information.

The less ambiguity in test items, the
lessroom for error in interpretation by
both test taker and test interpreter. To
the extent that the instrumentation
used to evaluate different people on
the same dimensions is uniform,
greater consistency and less error-
variance will result. Likewise, if an in-
strument isconsistent within itself (that
is, if it doesn't fluctuate in itsability to
measure reliably what it issupposed to
measure), unexplained errorsin evalua
tion are less likely to occur.

Encouraging Objectivity

Of the three general sources of error
variance, the easiest one with which to
identify is subjectivity. Indeed, you
probably have been on the other side
of the evaluation process, and perhaps
have experienced the unfairness of
pure subjectivity—that should allow
you better to understand itsunderlying
causes.

Figure 3—Controlling rating error incidence

Source of Error

Instability

Inconsistency

Subjectivity

Accuracy of
recall

Halo effect

Contrast effect

Stereotyping

Difference in
standards

~ Fixed
impression

Type of
Rating Error

Time effects
Projection

Inference

Error control
methods

= Evaluation
Observation
= Documentation

oom
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To simplify the causes of subjectiv-
ity would be an oversight, because
they require a relatively complex
understanding of the principles of
human behavior. But you can confi-
dently say that evaluation errors of sub-
jectivity arise froma complex interac-
tion of past experiences, individual
thought-processes, unique prefer-
ences, personality styles, and situa-
tional influences. And you also must
recognize that the vast differences
among people yield both constant
evaluation errors from one person to
the next and varied errors specific to
individuals or groups. Several factors
affectthe likelihood of those errorsin-
truding into the evaluation process.
Some are familiar to most people, and
some are easier to fall into than others.

The great complexity of human be-
havior asit relates to evaluation seems
to be abarrier to objectivity in the rat-
ing process. Many techniques can help
enhance objectivity. Simple awareness
of your own susceptibility to certain
rating errors can be important. But
awareness coupled with specific pro-
cedures and formalized training ap-
pears to add alarger dimension of ob-
jectivity to the admittedly subjective
evaluation process.

For example, simply separating
observations from inferenceswill help
to reduce stereotyping. Classifyingand
categorizing observations by distinct
performance factors will significantly
diminish the likelihood of the hal o ef-
fect. And documenting or formally
recording those observations can im-
prove the accuracy of your recall. Add
rating training to those techniques, and
you can effectively reduce subjectivity
and increase accuracy in your evalua-
tions of job performance.

Conclusion
You can reduce rating errorsin many
ways. There are well-established meth-
ods for ensuring consistency, enhanc-
ing stability, and encouraging objectiv-
ity. The thread that ties those factors
together is the data base from which
you draw them. In order to mitigate
judgment error, managers must learn
how first to generate the type of objec-
tive information that lends itself to
more accurate evaluations. Human-
resource management systems are
readily available to help collect those
data; you will see them next month in
Part 111 of this series.
0
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