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Important Psychological Issues in Relation                  

 To Evaluation and Estimation in Dance 

The Inherent Problems of Evaluation and Estimation in Sport and Dance

From a psychological standpoint, the value and reliability of an evaluation is based on the belief that a human being is able to render an objective and exact evaluation of a given subject.

Many different opinions have been put forward about the inherent problems of objectivity and subjectivity of measurement, evaluation and estimation. Virtually everyone agrees that total objectivity in evaluations and estimations is quite hard to reach. As the subject becomes more general and undefined, it becomes increasingly more difficult to render an objective evaluation. In such cases the evaluation is quite subjective. 

Human beings render evaluations and estimations.  Errors in judgment due to one’s emotional involvement, desire for personal gain, desire to fit in with one’s peers, views on morals and ethics, familial relationships and many other factors will always be inherent to the evaluation process.  For this reason, every evaluator, coach, trainer and competitor should be aware of the following:

An evaluation is always influenced by the evaluator’s attitudes, viewpoints and opinions. 

The six most frequently encountered mistakes and errors of judgment in evaluation are: 

1. Easy / tough estimation errors 

2. Central tendency errors or 'average' mistakes

3. “Halo” effect errors 

4. Logical errors 

5. Contrast errors 

6. Closeness errors

Easy / Tough Evaluation Errors

These errors occur when favoritism or bias is allowed to intrude into the evaluation process.  The people responsible for making fair and objective decisions appear to be too easy in some evaluations or too tough in others. 

Easy evaluation errors include the tendency to estimate someone more favorably if the evaluator knows him or her personally and / or the evaluator is more interested in one particular person or persons than the other contestants present. The evaluator will often overlook faults in his or her 'favorites' while ignoring quality in others because the evaluator could possibly gain something from his or her decision. This tendency frequently occurs when the estimator wants his or her team, school or country to succeed at any cost. But, due to human nature, the Easy / Tough error is usually associated with an emotional relationship or attachment between the evaluator (judge) and one particular athlete or dancer. 
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Even weak or one-sided emotional relationships can cause the evaluator’s judgment to become biased. An evaluator might view a person in a manner that is not reciprocated, but will, because of desire or even an imagined attachment, make decisions that he or she would never make in other circumstances.

The following three situations can be especially problematic for an evaluator (judge):

1. If he or she is a member of a dancing club or group and will also be evaluating those dancers.

2. If he or she is a parent of the competing dancers, or has some other familial relationship with them.

3. If he or she must evaluate competitors from his or her own country.

The Easy error almost always appears when the evaluator:

A) Knows a dancer or dancing couple personally;

B) Is also their supporter, and;

C) Wishes them to win.

Subliminal stimuli that the evaluator is not even aware of often cause this type of evaluation error. Oddly enough, this tendency can cause a response that is the exact opposite of what is considered normal in such situations.  Sometimes, the evaluator is overly aware of a personal involvement of some sort with the person or persons he or she is evaluating.  In these cases, the evaluator becomes more critical of each and every movement or performance presented by persons he or she knows personally.  

This is especially true if the evaluator feels that he or she may be perceived as one who either does or could show favoritism for some reason.  In an effort to prove this is not true, he or she becomes unfair to the contestants and is often guilty of 'tough' evaluation errors. For instance: An evaluator could place much more stringent demands on his or her son or for a World Champion that is a close personal friend or relative of the evaluator. This type of 'tough' error also causes a mistake in the process of evaluation, and would place doubt on the reliability of the evaluator’s decision.

Central Tendency Error or 'Average' Mistakes

The issue of this type of error is that the evaluator (judge) tries to avoid extremes of evaluation. In these cases, the dancer, due to justifications not based on the dancer’s ability, is evaluated in the central or 'average' range. Such evaluation is often observed when the competing dancers are new and the evaluator knows little or nothing about them. Not knowing how these new dancers will be perceived by other evaluators present, such dancers are sometimes unfairly placed in the central or 'average' range simply because the evaluator desires to avoid criticism from his or her peers for being too easy or too tough. 

The actual quality of the performance is overlooked in such cases.  Competitors are given scores in the average range because the evaluator is attempting to avoid an imagined mistake by allowing the possibility of unfavorable comments from his or her peers to cloud his or her decision.  Central tendency or 'average' mistakes are based on nothing more than social interaction with, and the opinions of, one’s peers.  This is something all evaluators should guard against.
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“Halo” Effect Errors 

This type of evaluation error has been discussed since as far back as 1907. Halo Effect Errors are caused by the same factor that sometimes cause parents to think that their child is an angel and can do no wrong.  A Halo Effect Error is merely a tendency to evaluate all characteristics of a dancer from a mental impression or a viewpoint based solely on that dancer’s past accomplishments instead of what that dancer is presenting during the current evaluation.

If reigning World Champions give a poor performance, the Halo Effect will often kick in and give them higher scores than their performance merits.  If the evaluator knows a dancer personally, and knows that he or she is capable of performing at a higher level due to past performances, poor performances are often overlooked. In one sense, this type of judgment error is the most biased of all.  It creates an unfair advantage to the recipient while not taking into account the often times excellent performances of others.  The exact opposite sometimes occurs when someone who is perceived as always performing poorly truly excels.  Such accomplishments are overlooked due to the evaluator’s preconceived idea regarding how that dancer has performed in the past.

Such errors can be recognized in the similarity of scores among the various parts of a performance’s evaluations. Due to a Halo Effect Error, poorly defined or rarely mentioned characteristics and even the evaluator’s personal and subjective values become involved.  This involves factors outside of the actual performance, such as moral characteristics, honesty, being a good person, and so on.  In these cases, a performer who is known to be rude, arrogant, or dishonest will be evaluated on those characteristics, which have nothing at all to do with the actual performance.  Likewise, a less capable dancer may be viewed more favorably because he or she is always honest, thoughtful, kind and caring. 

Even the interaction or interpersonal relationship of the dancers can cause Halo Effect Errors.  If a couple has a personal relationship that is not working well and this is affecting their performances, evaluators will often 'make allowances' for the tensions caused by the personal relationship that are affecting the actual performance.  When a new partnership is formed and the evaluators feel it will be a good match because both performers have a good record from the past, they will often be more lenient in their evaluation than is merited by the actual performance.   

Evaluators should look closely at what is actually being presented, not what they perceive from prior performances or how they view the performer as a person.  We are not asked to make moral judgments when evaluating dance, and should avoid this at all cost.

Logical Errors 

Evaluators who incorrectly link unrelated characteristics to one another from the logical standpoint that they are similar make Logical Errors. For example: If the evaluator believes that a performer’s exactness and his or her coordination are related, then the dancer’s exactness in movement and his or her coordination will be evaluated similarly, no matter how each of the real components of the performance were executed.  

Logical Errors are related to the consistency inside the characteristics of dance, and the dancer’s role is of relative unimportance to this aspect of evaluations.  Unlike the previously discussed errors, Logical Errors may appear while evaluating any dancer. Logical Errors can be avoided by making evaluators aware that their evaluations must be based on characteristics that are concrete and can be physically observed.  Evaluators must be made to realize that it is a mistake to use logic to associate abstract characteristics.   Training in this area should proceed with all possible haste in an effort to eliminate Logical Errors to the best of our ability.
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Contrast Errors 

Contrast Errors occur when an evaluator allows his or her preferences in style, creativity, ability, skill level, and so on, affect his or her evaluation by merely contrasting a performance against those preferences.  He or she will evaluate all dancers based on how he or she would evaluate his or her own performance. This type of error appears more frequently if the evaluator is a more active dancer and coach.  If he or she views compatibility between dancers highly, and thinks he or she is (or was) compatible with his or her partner, then all other dancers are evaluated on the basis of how their compatibility compares or contrasts with the evaluator’s. 

Some evaluators are more likely to make Contrast Errors if they have a close relationship with the person or persons being evaluated.  He or she will unfairly contrast one or two performers due to such relationships, but will be extremely fair to all others.  Contrast Errors are often made by less emotionally stable evaluators who are unable for some reason to separate their work from their personal feelings and emotions. 

Closeness Errors

In this type of error, characteristics that are closer together in sequence are evaluated more similarly than those that are evaluated farther apart.  This is due to the mixing problem of evaluating characteristics of individual components of a performance. If we evaluate more characteristics or components of a performance, our mind insists that those characteristics of components that are close together will be more similar than those that are farther apart.  The problem is in the evaluator’s own mind, but creates a subjective evaluation that affects the final result. Concentrating on the evaluation of specific components can control such errors. 
The Sources of Evaluation Errors

· The variability among evaluators. 

· The interaction between evaluators and dancers. 

· The relation between evaluators and evaluating characteristics of dancers.

· The error of interaction between evaluating components and characteristics. 

Suggestions for Improvement of Evaluation 

All these errors warn us that judging evaluations can never be done in a totally objective manner.  A large amount of subjectivity will always be present in the evaluation process.  We can and should take steps to remove as many errors from the process as possible.  Some steps to take toward that goal are:

1. Provide better training for judges so that they are more aware of the types of errors and what causes them.

2. Define more clearly the areas and characteristics to be evaluated. 

3. In a limited field, it is nearly impossible to use judges who do not know some or all of the dancers.  But, whenever possible, we should choose judges for a competition who have no strong relationship to any dancer in that competition. 

4. Discard competitors’ highest and lowest scores.

5. Standardize instructions and issue warnings according to the object of evaluation beforehand. 

6. Compare evaluations in meetings and seminars and warn judges who make repeated mistakes.

7. Wherever possible, eliminate the subjective impression of the evaluator (judge) and use a more objective scale in the evaluation of all performances.
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In addition to all previously discussed errors, the following errors also occur:

· Beginning Errors 

· Ending Errors 

· Referent Group Errors 
Beginning Errors are similar to 'Tough' evaluation errors. When we must evaluate a series of performances, we are often too 'Tough' on the early performers because we are still waiting for something 'better' to come along.  Those beginning performers receive poorer evaluations than they really deserve.  Beginning Errors are minimized when the evaluation for every dancer is made at the end of the performance series. But the problem still exists since, in our minds, we made a partial evaluation for every performance as the series progressed. 

Ending Errors usually occur when all the 'good' dancers have finished their performances. The expectations of the evaluators are lower at this point, so the remaining dancers are evaluated against an unfair standard and receive lower scores.  This error is seldom a problem in final rounds of competitions, but it can be quite a problem in the earlier rounds where far more dancers are being evaluated.

Referent Group Errors occur when evaluators have a tendency to choose the best dancers in a group of dancers.  In such cases, a merely average couple will, through reference, be 'good' among a field of bad competitors.  Since the referent group contained a majority of below average competitors, a merely average performance will be brought forward to subsequent rounds due to an erroneous process.  At that point, this error is further compounded due to the Halo Effect Error discussed earlier.  Evaluations resulting from a Referent Group Error are mostly unreliable.  
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