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ABSTRACT

The researcher explored the staff perception of performance appraisal in higher education
institutions in Uganda with specific interest in Nkumba University (as a case). Specifically, this
study evaluated the effectiveness of the performance appraisal process in providing clear and
actionable feedback to employees, it assessed the transparency of the performance appraisal
process and examined the efficiency of the performance appraisal process in facilitating continuous
improvement in employee performance.

The study used a qualitative research approach and case study design throughout the research
process. Using purposive sampling technique to select participants (university management,
administrative staff, human resource personnel, and lecturers) were selected. The data collection
methods and instruments including key informant interview and document review checklist. Data
collected from the fieldwork was analyzed thematically informed by coding process. This was
supported by editing and content analysis to support the common themes that emerged from the
coding process.

The findings revealed that feedback is often infrequent, unclear, and lacks relevance to individual
career goals, leading to staff feeling disconnected from university objectives and hindered in their
professional development. It was also revealed that while some staff members reported clear
communication of appraisal criteria, transparent goal-setting, and opportunities to discuss
appraisal outcomes, others expressed concerns about a lack of transparency, unclear evaluation
criteria, and inconsistent feedback. It was showed that NU provides various resources, including
training and mentorship, to help staff act on feedback yet challenges arise when feedback lacks
specificity or fails to align with career aspirations, underscoring the need for well-structured
appraisal practices.

Based on the key findings, the study suggested that the human resource department should develop
and implement uniform performance evaluation criteria across all departments to ensure
consistency and fairness in the appraisal process. It was further suggested that the academic affairs
department should link performance evaluations in teaching with targeted professional
development opportunities, such as workshops, seminars, or mentorship programs, to address
specific areas of improvement. The study further suggested that the quality assurance department
should ensure that staff appraisals are aligned with university-wide quality assurance standards,

emphasizing their role in maintaining and enhancing academic and operational quality.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

1.0 Introduction
This chapter presents the background of the study, statement of the problem, purpose of the study,
objectives of the study, research questions, scope of the study, significance of the study and

conceptual framework.

1.1 Background to the study

1.1.1 Historical background

Performance appraisal in higher education institutions has evolved significantly over time,
reflecting changing paradigms in education, management, and accountability (Aslam, 2021).
Globally, the concept of performance appraisal in academia dates back to the early 20th century,
primarily focusing on faculty evaluation for promotion and tenure purposes. However, it wasn't
until the latter half of the 20th century that systematic approaches to performance appraisal gained
traction, influenced by management theories like Total Quality Management (TQM) and Balanced
Scorecard. For instance, in the United States, the adoption of performance-based funding models
in higher education from the 1980s onwards prompted universities to develop more rigorous

appraisal systems to demonstrate accountability and effectiveness (Dougherty & Natow, 2015).

In Africa, the historical background of performance appraisal in higher education institutions is
characterized by a blend of colonial legacies and indigenous educational systems (Axelrod, 2019).
Colonial powers introduced rudimentary forms of faculty evaluation primarily to maintain control
over academic institutions and ensure compliance with colonial agendas. Post-independence,

many African nations inherited these structures but faced challenges in adapting them to local



contexts. For example, in Nigeria, the performance appraisal system in universities evolved from
a focus on colonial-era loyalty to post-independence emphasis on productivity and academic
excellence (Akanwa, 2017). However, the lack of standardized evaluation criteria and bureaucratic

inefficiencies hindered its effectiveness.

In East Africa, the trajectory of performance appraisal in higher education institutions has been
influenced by a mix of colonial heritage, regional cooperation initiatives, and socio-economic
factors (Bakkabulindi, 2021). Countries like Kenya and Tanzania have grappled with challenges
such as limited funding, political interference, and brain drain, which have impacted the
development and implementation of appraisal systems. In Tanzania, for instance, the Performance
Appraisal System for Academic Staff (PASAS) introduced in the 1990s aimed to enhance
accountability and productivity but faced criticism for its top-down approach and lack of faculty
involvement (Mkumbo, 2009). Similarly, in Tanzania, efforts to establish a comprehensive
appraisal system have been hindered by resource constraints and resistance from academic unions

(Mugagga & Ssempebwa, 2016).

In Uganda, the historical background of performance appraisal in higher education reflects broader
challenges facing the country's education system (Bracken & Timmreck, 2022). Following
independence, Uganda inherited a hierarchical and centralized education system from colonial
rule, which persisted through various political regimes. Performance appraisal in Ugandan
universities has historically been characterized by a lack of transparency, nepotism, and political
interference, undermining its credibility and effectiveness (Kasozi, 2023). However, recent
initiatives such as the establishment of the Uganda National Council for Higher Education
(UNCHE) and reforms in university governance aim to address these challenges by promoting

autonomy, accountability, and academic excellence (NU, 2020).



1.1.2 Conceptual background

Performance appraisal is a systematic process used by organizations to assess and evaluate the job
performance of employees, typically with the goal of identifying strengths, weaknesses, and areas
for improvement (Robbins & Coulter, 2019). Performance appraisal is a developmental tool that
involves a structured and periodic review of an employee's work performance and
accomplishments, aiming to provide constructive feedback, set goals, and enhance individual and
organizational effectiveness (Armstrong, 2020). Performance appraisal is a key component of
human resource management that encompasses the systematic assessment of employee
performance and potential. It involves the use of various tools and methods to gauge an employee's
contributions, with the aim of making decisions related to promotions, compensation, and

development (Dessler, 2020).

While performance appraisal serves as a developmental tool facilitating feedback, goal-setting,
and skill enhancement (Armstrong, 2020), its effectiveness is contingent upon how it is perceived
by staff members. Employees' perceptions of performance appraisal significantly influence its
outcomes and organizational effectiveness. If staff perceive the process as fair, transparent, and
supportive of their growth, they are more likely to engage positively with it, leading to improved
job satisfaction, motivation, and performance (Dessler, 2020). Conversely, negative perceptions,
such as viewing appraisals as subjective, biased, or unrelated to career advancement, can
undermine trust in the process, leading to disengagement, resentment, and decreased productivity
among employees.

1.1.3 Theoretical background

The study was guided by the Expectancy Theory which was developed by Victor Vroom (1964);

the theory assumes that individuals are motivated to act in a certain way when they believe that



their actions will lead to a desired outcome, and that they are capable of performing those actions
effectively (Vroom, 1964). The theory suggests that individuals make a conscious decision about
how much effort to put into a task based on their belief that their effort will lead to successful
performance. In the context of Performance appraisal, employees need to believe that their efforts

in improving their performance will be recognized and rewarded.

This theory assumes that appraisers should set clear and challenging performance expectations for
employees. When employees believe that meeting these expectations will lead to desirable
outcomes (salary increments or career advancement), they are more motivated to strive for higher
performance levels. To enhance employees' belief in their ability (expectancy), organizations
should provide training and resources to help employees acquire the necessary skills and
knowledge to perform well in their roles. Training programs and ongoing development

opportunities can bolster employees' confidence in their capabilities.

The Expectancy Theory was fit to inform the study as it provides a relevant framework for
informing performance appraisal due to its emphasis on the relationship between effort,
performance, and outcomes, which align closely with the objectives of performance appraisal
processes (Vroom, 1964). By incorporating elements of expectancy, instrumentality, and valence,
performance appraisal systems can effectively enhance motivation, engagement, and performance
among employees by ensuring that they perceive a clear link between their efforts, performance
evaluations, and desired outcomes (Jex & Britt, 2008). Thus, the Expectancy Theory offers
valuable insights for designing and implementing performance appraisal processes that are

perceived as fair, transparent, and motivational by employees.



1.1.4 Contextual background

Nkumba University (NU) has employed performance appraisal as a tool for enhancing
accountability, fostering professional development, and promoting a culture of excellence among
its staff (NU, 2020). However, despite these intentions, the effectiveness of performance appraisal
processes at NU has been featured by various challenges. Firstly, the lack of standardized
evaluation criteria and inconsistent application of appraisal methods across departments has led to
perceptions of unfairness and bias among staff members (Bakunda & Nsamba, 2015). Additionally,
bureaucratic inefficiencies and limited resources have hindered the timely and implementation of

performance appraisal systems, increasing staff dissatisfaction and disengagement (Kasozi, 2023).

NU has implemented several interventions to address the challenges affecting its performance
appraisal process. For instance, the university has invested in training programs to educate
managers and staff on the principles of effective performance management and appraisal (NU,
2020). Moreover, efforts have been made to enhance the transparency and objectivity of appraisal
procedures through the development of clear performance standards and evaluation criteria
(Bakunda & Nsamba, 2015). Additionally, technological advancements have been leveraged to
streamline the appraisal process and improve data collection and analysis, thereby enhancing the

accuracy and reliability of performance assessments (NU, 2020).

Despite these interventions, the challenges persist, and the effectiveness of performance appraisal
at NU remains questionable. One key reason for the failure of these interventions is the lack of
top-level commitment and leadership support for performance management initiatives (Bakunda
& Nsamba, 2015). Without strong leadership buy-in and organizational culture that values and
prioritizes performance appraisal, efforts to improve the process are likely to falter. Additionally,

resistance from staff members who perceive appraisal as punitive or irrelevant to their career



advancement further undermines the success of interventions aimed at enhancing performance

management (Kasozi, 2023).

The disconnect between the goals of performance appraisal and staff perceptions is evident in the
widening gap between organizational objectives and employee engagement. Staff members who
perceive appraisal processes as unfair, subjective, or disconnected from their day-to-day
responsibilities are less likely to engage proactively with performance management initiatives,
leading to decreased motivation, productivity, and job satisfaction (Bakunda & Nsamba, 2015).
Furthermore, negative perceptions of appraisal can erode trust in leadership and organizational
commitment, contributing to higher turnover rates and talent retention challenges (Kasozi, 2023).
Thus, the failure to address the underlying issues on performance appraisal at NU not only
undermines individual performance but also threatens the university's long-term success and

sustainability.

1.2 Problem statement

All organizations survive on well-established human resource management practices to ensure
employee performance and higher educational institutions in Ugandan public universities are no
exception. Despite these moves performance of academic staff in these institutions has not
improved to the expected standards. Reports of poor lecturer performance in terms of ineffective
teaching, low records of publications and inability to attract and win projects continue to prevail

in most public universities in Uganda (Rwothumio, Okaka, Kambaza, & Kyomukama, 2021).

Effective performance appraisal provides clear feedback, set achievable goals, and facilitate
employee development while aligning individual efforts with organizational objectives (Robbins

& Coulter, 2019). In a bid to embrace this, NU has implemented performance management system



which included regular performance review, goal-setting mechanisms and professional

development opportunities to align performance with the institutions objectives (NU, 2020).

For instance, in 2021, a survey revealed that only 40% of staff members reported being satisfied
with the transparency and fairness of the performance appraisal process (NU, 2021). Subsequently,
in 2022, this figure decreased to 35%, indicating a worsening perception among employees
regarding the effectiveness and equity of performance appraisal practices (NU, 2022).
Furthermore, by 2023, the dissatisfaction among staff members had escalated, with only 30%
expressing satisfaction with performance appraisal procedures, highlighting a continuing

downward trend in perception (NU, 2023).

If not addressed, the declining staff perception towards performance appraisal at Nkumba
University may lead to decreased motivation, increased turnover, and diminished organizational

effectiveness.

1.3 Purpose of the study
To investigate the staff perception of performance appraisal in higher education institutions in

Uganda with specific interest in Nkumba University.

1.4 Objectives of the study
1. To evaluate the effectiveness of the performance appraisal process in providing clear and
actionable feedback to employees in NU.
2. To assess the transparency of the performance appraisal process in NU.
3. To examine the efficiency of the performance appraisal process in facilitating continuous

improvement in employee performance.



1.5 Research questions
1. What is the effectiveness of the performance appraisal process in providing clear and
actionable feedback to employees in NU?
2. How transparent is the performance appraisal process in NU?
3. How effective is the performance appraisal process in facilitating continuous improvement

in employee performance in NU?

1.6 Justification of the study

The contextual background highlights that NU, like many other academic institutions, faces
significant challenges related to employee performance, such as the need to balance teaching,
research, and administrative responsibilities. These issues are not unique to NU and have been
widely reported in higher education globally. Therefore, investigating the effectiveness of staff
appraisal in addressing these challenges can contribute valuable insights that extend beyond the
specific context of NU. The challenges faced by higher tertiary institutions and the potential
benefits of effective staff appraisal are likely to resonate with other universities and educational
institutions in Uganda and beyond. Research in this area can offer transferable strategies and best
practices that can be adapted to various university settings, thereby contributing to the broader

field of higher education management and administration.

1.7 Significance of the study
University Administrators: The study may assist university administrators in refining and
optimizing staff appraisal systems, leading to improved employee performance, increased faculty

and staff retention, and enhanced institutional reputation.



Faculty and Staff: Employees may benefit from more effective staff appraisal processes that

support their professional growth, reduce work-related stress, and increase job satisfaction.

Students: Students may enjoy better educational experiences, access to quality teaching, and

opportunities for research and engagement due to improved faculty and staff performance.

Government and Regulatory Bodies: The study's findings may help policymakers and regulators
in higher education make data-driven decisions to improve the overall quality of tertiary

institutions in Uganda.

Employers and Industry: Employers may receive graduates who are better prepared, more
motivated, and possess the necessary skills to excel in the workplace, contributing to the overall

development of the labor market in Uganda.

1.8 Scope of the study

The scope of the study was as shown below:

1.8.1 Geographical scope

The study was carried out at Nkumba University is located in the Central Region of Uganda, in
the town of Nkumba, approximately 37 kilometers east of Kampala, the capital city. The university
was situated on a 120-acre campus, nestled on a hill overlooking Lake Victoria, the second-largest
freshwater lake in the world. Geographically, Nkumba University is positioned at an elevation of
1,200 meters above sea level, with coordinates 0.4333° S latitude and 32.7167° E longitude.

1.8.2 Content scope

The study examined staff perceptions of the performance appraisal process specifically focusing
on evaluating the effectiveness, transparency, efficiency of the performance appraisal process at

Nkumba University (NU).



1.8.3 Time scope
The study focused on three operational years that is 2021-2023 because this was the period in

which the tertiary institution had increasing issues related to employee performance.
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