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Rater Competency in Conducting Performance Appraisal
In the Malaysian Public Sector

Linda Hii and Rusli Ahmad

Abstract—The current performance appraisal system in the
Malaysian public service (SSM) has placed heavy emphasis on
rater competency in conducting the performance appraisal in a
fair manner and to provide accurate ratings. The public sector
has voiced out dissatisfaction with the SSM and the way it is
being implemented. This study investigated raters’ associated
factors such as self-efficacy (PASE), knowledge (PSK),
discomfort (PAD) which may impact rater competency. Rater
PASE, PAD and PSK were found to significantly affect rater
competency.

Index  Terms—Performance

appraisal  self-efficacy,

performance appraisal discomfort, perceived system knowledge,

rater competency.

I. INTRODUCTION

Over the past decade, the Malaysian government has
undertaken and implemented many administrative reforms to
make its public service sector more efficient, effective and
dynamic in response to the challenges of the changing
environment and delivery of public services. These reforms
have been largely driven by the desire to create a "quality
culture” the public sector. Among these reforms is the public
service remuneration system [1].

The New Remuneration System (SSB) introduced in 1992
brought major changes to the public remuneration system. It
was a performance-based system with a long term strategic
measure to enhance the effectiveness and quality of the
public service. Due to widespread dissatisfaction, feedback
and negative views, the SSB was subsequently replaced by
the Malaysian Remuneration System (SSM) in November
2002 after 10 years of implementation. The only changes
were made in the remuneration, terms and conditions of
service and administrative procedures in the public service
The SSM essentially is a competency-based HRM in the
public service [2]. Civil servants are encouraged to acquire
competencies such as knowledge, skills, expertise,
experience, positive attitudes and right attitude in order to
remain relevant to the public service and be able to cope with
national and global challenges [3].

In spite of the reforms made, the public sector in Malaysia
continues to suffer from a decline in efficiency and
organizational competence. Morale was low as civil servants
were discontented and had grievances about the way it was
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implemented. Several issues have arisen since the effective
performance appraisal [4]. The competencies found lacking
were knowledge, skills, expertise, experience and positive
attitude. These assessors did not have a clear understanding
of the philosophy, aims and objectives behind the SSM.
Many were not given training on how to conduct the
performance appraisal exercise. Civil servants expressed
dissatisfaction over no feedback interview and justification
for the performance gap [4].

The above seems to suggest that core of the problem lies
mostly with the raters and implementation of appraisal
system. This research intends to investigate rater
performance appraisal self-efficacy (PASE), performance
appraisal discomfort (PAD) and their perceived system
knowledge of the appraisal system (PSK) impact their rating
competency.

Il. THEORETICAL MODEL

The theoretical model (Fig. 1) was developed to
hypothesize and test the relationships between rater PASE,
PAD and PSK of the appraisal system (independent variables)
and rater competency (dependent variable). The hypotheses
tested in this study are graphically shown in Fig. 1.

Rater PASE
Rater PAD \I Rater Competency
Rater PSK /

Fig. 1. Theoretical model.

Ill. LITERATURE REVIEW

A. Performance Appraisal System Studies

Past researches on performance appraisal have studied on
rater errors [5], the influence of organizational context on
raters’ behavior [6]-[8] and rating inaccuracy [9]. All these
studies share one common theme — i.e. the tasks associated
with the production of performance appraisal ratings are
often difficult to accomplish within the complex and dynamic
environment of most work contexts [10].

A review of literature also reveals numerous rater-related
factors which have influenced performance ratings: for
example, raters’ self-efficacy (see [11], self-monitoring (see
[71, [8], [12], [13]) and rater trust or confidence in the



International Journal of Social Science and Humanity, Vol. 5, No. 1, January 2015

appraisal system (see [8], [14]). A frequently studied factor is
rater orientation to performance appraisal such as PAD (see
[8] and [15]-[17]. Others have focused on accountability (see
[10], [14]; PSK [18], perceived use(s) of performance
appraisal [19], perceived effectiveness of performance
appraisal [20]. The amount and level of training received and
experience on the task are also said to be factors that
influence rating accuracy [21]. Research on raters’ or
managerial competencies has also received much attention
(see [22], [23)]).

Raters’ perceptions of the broader organizational context
(like organizational climate) and attitudes towards the
organizations are also thought to affect raters indirectly (see
[71, [8])- A participatory climate, for example, characterized
by cooperative relationships, individual responsibility, trust
and communication is said to be conducive to both the high
levels of performance and effective PA. Other studies have
looked at the role of the supervisor or manager placed in the
challenging role of a rater. Raters must have the
competencies, skills and motivation to conduct effective
performance appraisals [24].

Several studies conducted in the Malaysian public sector
showed great discrepancy between policy and practice of
SSM. The PPPs and PPKs were found not to follow the
guidelines stipulated by the Public Service Department (PSD)
and did not provide feedback to their subordinates. This has
become a cause for grievances and discontent against raters.
A study on the Royal Malaysia Police (RMP) found rampant
non-compliance with specific guidelines [25]. The most
profound finding was 93% of the respondents surveyed felt
their appraisers need training implying the importance of
rating skills/ competencies. Majority of the respondents were
not happy as the annual work targets were not set according
to schedule (76%); there was no performance counseling
during the entire process (68%) and that the appraisal was
done at the last minute (65%). The subordinates were not
informed of the result of their appraisals. There were many
drawbacks in the implementation of the appraisal system in
Malaysian schools [26]. The lack of competency, little focus
on the appraisal mechanism, and heavy workload of the
principal and his/her management team are some of the
reasons for the poor implementation of the appraisal system.
For effective performance appraisal, they recommended that
the evaluators be well versed and competent in the appraisal
mechanism. A cross section study conducted on Public
Health Physicians found 80.6% of PPKA did not agree with
implementation of SSM [27]. The major findings were:
ambiguity of the procedure (83.9%), the Competency
Assessment Level tests were not relevant (54.1%) and
appraisees’ promotion affected (40.5%). Another study
explored the competency of the Malaysian public sector
information officers who managed the information
technology matters of government ministries and
departments [28]. It proposed a system namely SPeK PSM
(Information officers competency assessment system) to
identify the IT officers’ competency gap. The justification for
this study was that IT personnel, particularly in the public
agencies, have to update their knowledge in order to improve
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their skills and upgrade their competencies to keep up with
current technologies that are evolving continuously.

B. Performance Appraisal Self-efficacy (PASE)

PASE is an important construct in organizational behavior
because of its impact in motivational processes and goal
attainment [9], [8], [34]. Self-efficacy refers to the degree to
which the rater believes he has the necessary skills to perform
the task well [34]. Specifically, human behavior is more often
determined by individuals’ subjective beliefs in their ability
to perform, rather than from objective conditions. Moreover,
research consistently has established a positive link between
self-efficacy and work-related performance, such as
managerial decision-making and coping with stressful events
[35], [36]. Similarly, research suggests that self-efficacy
enhances the individual’s propensity to strive toward desired
goals, as well as to persist on difficult tasks [34], [37].

Earlier research has suggested raters differ in the degree to
which they believe they have the necessary skills to perform
the task of performance appraisal accurately [31]. Raters with
a high level of self-efficacy may be expected to perform the
appraisal task more conscientiously [38]. The widespread
belief that performance appraisal is futile may not always
reflect a lack of self-efficacy, but rather reflect their
assessment of how appraisal systems work in organizations
[33].

It has been argued that raters’ beliefs regarding their ability
to rate accurately (i.e., rater self-efficacy, perceived ability to
rate) will influence rating quality [11]. Studies have found
raters with high self-efficacy tend to rate others more
accurately than those with low self-efficacy (e.g., [7], [30],
[31]). Unfortunately, research findings are inconsistent. For
example, although rater self-efficacy has related positively to
rater ability to discriminate among ratees [32], rater
self-efficacy has also been shown to be related positively [12],
negatively [33], and not at all [32] with rater ability to
discriminate among rating dimensions. Moreover, rater
self-efficacy has related both negatively [33] and positively
[12], [32] to rating level (i.e., rating leniency).

C. Performance Appraisal Discomfort (PAD)

Studies have found raters often report they are
uncomfortable with having to monitor and evaluate
subordinates’ performance, and provide them with feedback
(e.g9., [7], [8]- Raters who show high levels of appraisal
discomfort tend to give more lenient ratings and are less
likely to distinguish among subordinates [39]. Presumably,
by giving uniformly high appraisal, they can avoid the
potentially unpleasant consequences of assigning high
ratings to some subordinates and low ratings to others. It was
found raters with a high level of trust are also likely to feel
comfortable giving their subordinates feedback, to be more
discerning, and to be better able to distinguish stronger from
weaker performers [7]. Three factors that are likely to predict
rater discomfort in a variety of performance appraisal
situations are: a social context (beliefs about the importance
of performance appraisal), rater characteristics (e.g.,
communication style, age, and experience), and the length of
the ratee-rater relationship [40].

In the performance appraisal context, the organization
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helps to shape the rater's perceptions of the importance of
performance appraisals and hence his or her appraisal
attitudes and behaviors [41], [42].The extent to which the
organization values its performance appraisal system is
communicated through how appraisals are carried out (e.g.,
rater accountability) and how the rating outcomes are used.

For example, if raters are held accountable and ratings play
a key role in personnel actions such as pay increment and
promotion, the organization has, in part, communicated the
importance of appraisals. Raters who have to account for the
ratings they give to their subordinates experience a certain
level of discomfort. These social cues are likely to heighten
rater perceptions of the importance of performance appraisals
and, in turn, increase their levels of performance appraisal
discomfort [40]. Vast literature reported on raters’ discomfort
to monitor and evaluate subordinates’ performance and
provide them with feedback (see [7], [17], [32]). Conveying
good news is less stressful and difficult than conveying bad
news to subordinates [43]. It was suggested that raters who
show high levels of appraisal discomfort are more likely to
provide inflated ratings and less likely to distinguish among
subordinates [39]. Raters who give uniformly high ratings
can avoid the potentially unpleasant consequences of
assigning high ratings to some subordinates and low ratings
to others [8].

D. Perceived System Knowledge (PSK)

Supervisory employees have different perspectives from
which to judge and understand the PAS, which implies they
have different levels of knowledge of the appraisal system
[44], [45]. A PSK scale was developed which measures the
level of understanding and knowledge an employee reports
having about the standards, criteria, and objectives of his/her
performance appraisal system [18]. Thus it is reasonable to
predict supervisory employees who have PSK of the PAS
will be able to conduct the performance appraisal more
competently and are more compliant to conduct the appraisal
accurately. Based on this reasoning, the following
hypotheses are developed:

Perceived system knowledge (PSK) refers to the level of
understanding and knowledge an employee has about the
standards, criteria and objectives of the performance
appraisal system in his organization [46]. It was found
individuals with higher levels of understanding about the
appraisal system reported higher level of satisfaction with the
performance appraisal system in their organization [47].
There have also been earlier studies that supported
supervisory employees’ enhanced experience with the
system provides them with a unique perspective and
knowledge that may influence how they react and evaluate
the appraisal system (e.g. [44], [45]). In the development of
the PSK construct, and [18] suggested that the extent to
which individuals believe that they understand the overall
role and process of the organization's performance appraisal
may be very important in determining how they view the
organization in general and the appraisal process in
particular.

E. Rater Competency
In human resource management, especially performance

71

appraisal, competency analysis is used to inform and improve
the processes of recruitment and selection, job design,
performance management, employee development and
employee reward [48]. Competent appraisals require both
skills and the motivation to be able to conduct appraisals
effectively [7]. Simply, the competency approach refers to a
process of analyzing the key aspects of behavior that
differentiate  between effective and less effective
performance.

A review of literature shows competence is largely defined
in terms of the desire to see specific work-related behavior
very clearly [49]. There are six clusters of competencies that
are related to managerial effectiveness: goal and action
management cluster, leadership cluster, human resource
management cluster, directing subordinate cluster, focus on
others cluster, and specialized knowledge [50]. Competency
is the capacity to transfer skills and abilities from one area to
another [51]. Ten rater skills are necessary to effectively
conduct formal performance appraisals at four integrated
phases in the performance appraisal process [52]. Among the
ten skills identified are: knowledge of the appraisal system,
delegation, coaching, conflict resolution, knowledge of legal
and compliance issues. The underlying skill at all four phases

of the appraisal process is an effective two-way
communications skill.
TABLE I: KMO AND BARLETT’S TEST TABLE
KMO Measure of Sampling Adequacy. 0.948
Bartlett's Test of Sphericity Approx. 15254.088
Chi-Square
df 1326
Sig 0.000

IV. HYPOTHESES

Based on the literature review, the following research
hypotheses are proposed:

H1: Rater PASE will predict rater competency positively.

H2: Rater PAD will predict rater competency.

H3: Rater PSK of the appraisal system will predict rater
competency positively.

H4: Rater PASE, PAD and PSK contribute significantly
to rater competency.

V. METHODOLOGY

A self-report questionnaire was used to survey
raters/assessors in the Malaysian public service in
government ministries, departments, and agencies,
institutions of higher learning, schools and statutory bodies in
Sarawak. 600 questionnaires were issued and 419 were
returned. Data screening was done to check for missing
values resulting in 347 usable questionnaires for data
analysis. The assessors are the PPPs (Pegawai Penilaian
Pertama) and PPKs (Pegawai Penilai Kedua) who are senior
government officials such as directors, deputy directors,
heads of departments / sections / agencies; principals,
assistant principals, etc. They are raters by virtue of the
positions they hold.
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The self-report questionnaire consists of questions which
respondents rate their responses on a 5-point anchor Likert
scale ranging from 1 = “Strongly Disagree’, 2 = “Disagree”,
3 =*“Undecided”, 4 = “Agree” and 5 = “Strongly Agree” in
almost all measurements unless specified to rank the
respondent’s response to a certain item or attitude. A sample
question is: “I understand the performance appraisal system
being used in my organization”. Respondents indicate how
strongly they disagree or agree with statements that range
from very positive to very negative toward the attitudinal
object.

The measurement scales for all the constructs were
adapted from past studies which indicated high reliability:
PASE (a=0.94) [10]; PSK («=0.89) [18] and PAD (2=0.90)
[40]. The rater competency original scale [52] used a 3-point
anchor scale of 1 = “Not at all”, 2 = “To some extent” and 3
=“To a great extent”. To standardize the scale, the scale was
changed to a 5-point Likert scale as mentioned above. To
ensure validity and reliability of the scales, reliability was
conducted again after obtaining the data.

VI. DISCUSSION AND RESULTS

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) is 0.948, which indicates
sampling adequacy greater than 0.5 [57] and justifies a
satisfactory factor analysis to proceed. Bartlettt’s Test of
Sphericity (15254.088) is also significant (p=0.000) which
means the variables are strongly correlated again supporting
a factor analysis can proceed (Table I).

Reliability was overall very good for all the measurement
scales: PASE (o= 0.931); PSK (o= 0.899); PAD (a= 0.926)
and rater competency (o= 0.949). A principle component
analysis (PCA) using varimax rotation was conducted on all
the constructs (46 items). Communalities varied from .716
to .404 again evident of strong correlation. Applying the
Kaiser’s Rule and the screen test, five factors emerged.
Following varimax rotation, Factor 1 loaded on 13 items that
reflected Competency and accounted for 36.34% of the
variance exemplified by the two highest loading items:
COMP 7 (0.788) and COMP 8 (0.784). Factor 2 reflected
PAD (PAD 1-8, 13 & 15) which accounted for 9.1% of the
total variance explained and accounted for 9 items. Factor 3
reflected PASE and loaded on all its original items. It
explained 6.1% of the total variance. Factor 4 reflected PSK
and loaded with all the original 9 items with a total variance
of 4.5%. Factor 5 (PAD 9-12 & 14) which accounted for only
2.8% of the total variance explained was removed. The
remaining 41 factors that emerged were further explored for
validity through regression.

VIL.

Regression equation:

Rater Competencies = a+ ,PASE + £, PAD+ S;,PSK
+e;

PASE = Performance appraisal self-efficacy

PAD = Performance appraisal discomfort

DATA ANALYSIS AND HYPOTHESES TESTING
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PSK = Perceived system knowledge
e'= error term

TABLE Il: ANOVA®

Model Sum of Mean
Squares df Square F Sig.
Regression 24.245 3 8.082  65.327 0.000%
Residual 42.434 343 0.124
Total 66.679 346
A. Predictors: (Constant), PAD, PASE, PSK
B. Dependent Variable: COMP ( Rater Competencies)

From the model summary table (Table 1V), linear
regression validates the regression model. The overall model
fit is significant (p=0.000) (Table I1) and the effect size is R?
= 0.364. The model explains 36% of the variance in Rater
Competencies. F statistics is 24.245/ 0.124 at 3, 343 =
65.327>1 (see Table 11). Therefore the global null hypothesis
is rejected. The F value is more than 1 and thus is significant.
This indicates there are differences in group means indicating
the predictors have an effect on rater competencies. The
regression model (Table I1I) is significant at p=0.000.
Overall, there is a significant relationship between the
predictors (PASE, PAD and PSK) on rater competencies.
The results show all three predictors are significant. Thus
Hypothesesl, 2, 3 and 4 are supported.

TABLE IlI: COEFFICIENTS *

Unstandardized | Standardized
Coefficients Coefficients
Std.
Model B Error Beta t Sig.
1 (Constant) 1.300 0.198 6.556 | 0.000
PASE 0.144 0.049 0.158 | 2.953| 0.003
PSK 0.370 0.055 0.378 | 6.685 | 0.000
PAD 0.164 0.038 0.206 | 4.347 | 0.000
A. Dependent Variable: COMP (Rater Competencies)

TABLE IV: MODEL SUMMARY ®

Std. Error of
Model R R® | Adjusted R | the Estimate
0.603% | 0.364 0.358 0.35173
1

A. Predictors: (Constant), PAD, PASE, PSK
B. Dependent Variable: COMP ( Rater Competencies)

VIIl. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

From the results, it is evident that the three predictors:
PASE, PAD and PSK show significant relationship with rater
competencies. The findings suggest that self-efficacious
raters and raters who understand clearly the performance
appraisal system are confident and perceive themselves as
competent raters. According to [53], raters must have the
competencies, skills and motivation to conduct effective
performance appraisals. The findings also suggest that how
organizations manage and implement their performance
appraisal system will influence the employees’ reactions
towards the system and organization [54]. The findings could
serve as input to policy makers and HR practitioners.

As indicated earlier, the PPPs and PPKs did not follow the
guidelines stipulated by the PSD and did not provide
feedback to their subordinates could be because they are not
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confident of their self-efficacy, are uncomfortable with
conducting performance appraisal or may not have sufficient
knowledge of the system itself. It is suggested that
appropriate training be given to the PPPs and PPKs. This
study also hints to the importance of feedback culture be
inculcated in the Malaysian public service [55]. A feedback
culture is characterized by managers and employees feeling
comfortable both providing and receiving feedback [56].
This would reduce the stress associated with performance
appraisal discomfort.

IX. LIMITATIONS OF STUDY

This study is limited to only samples from civil service
officials in Sarawak and may not completely reflect the
population. Sampling could be extended to include the other
Malaysian states. There are several other rater-related factors
which were not studied and not included in this research due
to limited time and cost constraints
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