Coaching or Criticizing?
Making the Most of the Employee
Performance Appraisal Process

hich would you prefer, a root

canal or a performance appraisal?

In a heartbeat, many employees
and supervisors would pick a painful root
canal over a painful appraisal.

The time spent on appraisals by both
parties is often considered wasted because the
process is perfunctory. The timeliness of the
information is usually short-sighted. The
feedback is often only negative and places the
employee on the defensive at the start of the
discussion. Sometimes the reviewee is even
frightened!

Our goals as supervisors should be to
provide resources, feedback, support, and
leadership to those with whom we work. The
appraisal process can be a valuable way to
address issues and improve performance and
employee satisfaction, but what good does it
do if the discussion takes place only once a
year and far removed from events? If the
supervisor and employee are spending pre-
cious time together to perform the annual
review only because the human resources
(HR) department said they have to have one
for the file, or only to justify pay changes, is
the goal of “performance improvement” real-
ly being met?

The performance review process can be
a positive tool in providing guidance, estab-
lishing a non-threatening working environ-
ment, and creating the open communica-
tions necessary to foster continuous
improvement and employee satisfaction.
This article will address why we do perform-
ance evaluations and what we should gain
from them. We will explore the status of var-
ious appraisal processes in private and pub-
lic organizations and offer insight into mak-
ing your program more effective and less
dreadful. The presentation will also include a
toolkit of ideas, including forms and refer-
ence materials, which will help attendees
improve their appraisal processes and make
this long-revered business practice less
painful than a root canal.

The Gurrent State of Most Systems
Performance reviews, appraisals, evalua-
tions, annual reviews: There are many names
for the process used to determine how an
employee is performing on the job. Within
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most organizations, the event is done only
annually, coincident with pay adjustments to
determine and justify salary increases.
Reviews have become, or always have been, a
perfunctory, “for-the-file” HR department
requirement.

Many times, the performance review
consists of an outdated, one-size-fits-all form
incorporating some sort of objective grading
system. The grading system is often subject to
the personal biases of the rater and creates an
inconsistent scale from person to person or
from one period to the next. Many people
just won't ever give anyone the highest score
on the scale, no matter what. Some always
give the highest grade unless the employee is
an ax-murderer.

The items being rated on the review are
sometimes irrelevant to the individual’s job
and do not address specific task-related
issues. The forms were created to be used by
everyone within the organization or the
department. The irrelevancy often causes
the discussion to wander into personalities
and characteristics. These failings are often
the root of the fear and dread associated
with reviews.

The review is seen as a personal assault,
particularly when the reviewer tends to dis-
cuss only negative issues. The timing of the
review, if done only annually, simply rein-
forces these failings. The most recent happen-
ings, good or bad, are what get the attention.
It is very difficult for a supervisor to recall
accurately what happened eight months ago,
and old news is equally meaningless to the
employee.

So, if annual reviews are incomplete,
biased by the reviewer’s feelings that day, do
not measure what’s important and are not
timely, why do them?

Why Should We Do

Performance Reviews?

Over a 25-year period, the Gallup organ-
ization interviewed more than a million
employees, asking them about every conceiv-
able aspect of the workplace.! Through this
process, Gallup developed a list of the 12 core
elements to attract, focus, and keep talented
people. These elements are a measure of the
strength of an organization.
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Five of these elements that can be specif-
ically addressed by an effective performance
management process are:

6 Do I know what is expected of me at work?

6 Do I have the materials and equipment I
need to do my work right?

6 Does my supervisor, or someone at work,
seem to care about me as a person?

6 Is there someone at work who encourages
my development?

¢ In the last six months, has someone at work
talked to me about my progress?

In American City & County magazine’s
2004 survey of public works subscribers,’
some of the issues listed as the “most impor-
tant issue[s] faced in [their] job” are:

6 Competition with the private sector for
quality employees.

6 Keeping up the morale of subordinate
supervisors and employees as we strive to
be more productive while our budget has
been reduced.

é Motivating staff members to make them
feel good about their jobs.

¢ The fact that members of the new work
force don’t consider their position at the
county as a career, but just a job.

If the core elements listed above are what
are important to employees, and if we must
grapple with the difficult issues noted, then
the performance management tool should
augment our efforts to address the elements
and issues. Addressing these issues is the core
of effective performance management sys-
tems. Instead of being the mechanism to
point out what needs fixing, the purpose for
reviews should be to:
¢ Establish goals and clear expectations.
¢ Provide the means to alter poor behavior

or performance.
Continued on page 18



Continued from page 16

¢ Provide direction and resources.

¢ Provide and get timely feedback.

¢ Provide for career counseling.

6 Determine talents and interests.

6 Identify opportunities.

& Set future courses of action.

6 Develop rapport.

6 Help ensure goal congruence with the
organization.

Effective performance management
tools should become a part of the way we
interact with each other and provide ongoing
guidance, feedback, and advice. The review
meeting should not be an annual event with
outdated rules, but should be a regular tool
for providing support and leadership.

Aspects of Good Performance
Management Processes

An effective performance management
process is:
6 Simple
6 Frequent
¢ Future-focused
¢ Self-tracking

These are the elements that the Gallup
organization suggests from its research on
effective managers.” In my opinion, the most

important of these four are simplicity and
frequency.

Many times it is our nature to try to
develop a perfect, mechanical, mistake-
proof work of mathematical genius that we
call our performance review forms. In the
metric-based world driven by total quality,
we have, to the detriment of our organiza-
tions, oftentimes lost sight of the value of
subjectivity in dealing with humans.
Measurement of outcomes is critical but
should be just that: measurements of specif-
ic outcomes and not total substitutes for
interpersonal interaction.

Effective messages often become lost in
over-attention to logarithmic processes;
therefore, the mandated process should be
simple, and should allow and encourage
human interaction. Measurements should be
simple and relevant, and should apply to spe-
cific, established personal goals.

Effective communication is timely and
relevant. One county human resource man-
ager I interviewed said the “good managers
communicate about things all the time; the
bad ones only do it annually at review time.”
He suggested that no matter what type of sys-
tem was mandated, the frequency of commu-
nication made all the difference.

Developing a habit of consistent, sincere,
frequent communication creates a high level
of trust and rapport. This environment, in
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turn, makes it easier to address deficiencies
when they arise; the negatives are not
addressed as “I gotcha’s” but as issues to be
worked through by both parties.

If structure is needed to develop new
habits, make the communication meetings at
least quarterly at first, until casual and fre-
quent communication becomes more com-
fortable. Valuable communication should be
ongoing and routine.

To be future-focused, the process should
be based on setting clear, mutually agreed-
upon goals and expectations. These goals
must be relevant to the job and focus on the
desired outcomes or particular necessary
behaviors—not personalities.

The beginning of the process is the job
description, or definition. If the things listed
as job tasks are indeed what the job is all
about, then these are the things we will meas-
ure. If they are not, then we need to revisit the
job expectations. If an employee wonders,
“How do I know if I'm succeeding if I don’t
know what I'm supposed to be doing?” then
job expectations are not clear.

The focus must also be on improving
future performance, based on the gap
between what has happened and what is
required. Focusing totally on what did or did
not happen during the last period may be a
means of justifying pay changes, but does not
provide guidance for improvement and



EXHIBIT A

EXHIBIT B
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Employee Feedback Employee ‘

Please make any responses you feel appropriate concerning
the person in question. It is my desire to help people achieve
their highest potential. To that end, | am interested in your opin-
ions of this person's effectiveness in the following areas:

* Monitoring project budgets, schedules and deliveries:

e Client contact:

* Communication and coordination with design team:

e Technical ability:

¢ Achievement of self-directed activities:

In addition, please provide any helpful comments and recom-
mendations that you may have. You may make those notes
directly on this e-mail transaction and return to me. Thank you.

PERSONAL

Goals Record

BUSINESS

Your Name:

Date: ||

Name:
Date:

LS CREED

development. The thought chain is: Here’s
where we are, here’s where we need to be,
now how do we get there.

Unfortunately, someone may be making
great progress toward achieving goals that are
tangent to what the organization wants to
accomplish. This interactive, goals- based
process assists in making sure that the indi-
vidual’s goals are consistent with the organi-
zation’s goals. This is what I call goal-congru-
ence.

Self-tracking forces the employee to
become an active participant in his or her
own future. Instead of the review process
happening fo the employee, he or she
becomes responsible for the plans and out-
comes.

Setting simple metrics to measure suc-
cess is one requirement of a self-tracking
process. If we have relevant metrics, perform-
ance can be based on facts and not what the
manager or employee feels. The employee
should be encouraged to track personal
accomplishments and failures and become
the source of feedback and results for the
supervisor.

This process can be viewed as a basic
feedback loop, beginning by setting expecta-

Resources & Barriers L

tions and action plans, implementing these
plans, evaluating the progress or gaps, setting
revised goals, and determining interventions
and actions needed to meet these goals. Then
the cycle continues. When viewed in this
manner, the process is simple.

During each iteration, the resources and
barriers to accomplishment should be dis-
cussed, as well as any potential 360-degree
input received. The key aspects of the effec-
tive continuous feedback performance man-
agement process must include, in the follow-
ing order:

<

,
N

Determine Action Required

Implement Actions

Set Revised Goals Review Progress/Gaps

A & What Happened

é Setting specific, mutually agreed upon
goals and expectations.

6 Discussing any barriers and resources for
success.

¢ Determining future courses of action of
employee and supervisor.

¢ Defining metrics to measure success.

¢ Defining timetables for completion and
next feedback session.

& Periodic career counseling.

This process does not require a convo-
luted grading scheme or specific format.
These forms can be as basic as a blank sheet
of paper with everything discussed written
on it or a simple 360 review form and goals
sheet; however, most of our organizations
need some type of documentation for vari-
ous reasons.

To provide for consistency and this
need for file documentation, I recommend
some sort of simple form that does not
allow the supervisor to check off items and
circumvent the communication process, but
provides some record of the conversations.
This should be officially recorded on an
annual basis, but would be much more

Continued on page 20
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Evaluation Questionnaire
Performance Appraisal System

Evaluate the current performance appraisal system by scaling the items below from one to seven, based on the
extent to which you agree with it. Scale value of one = not at all and scale value of seven = completely; values in

etween should reflect varying degrees of agreement.

. Managers are held accountable for doing effective appraisals.

. Performance is defined and measured at all levels and communicated.
. Individuals know how their performance impacts the performance of their work group and of the organization.
. High levels of performance are valued, recognized and rewarded.

. The system was designed with input from all levels.

. The system measures the right things.

. The system measures both results and how they were achieved.

. The system is viewed as fair by employees.

. The system is legally defensible and explainable to employees.

0. Employees understand how the system is supposed to work.

1. The appraisal process is simple and is not overly time-consuming.

2. Managers view appraisal as a valuable management tool.

3. The system impacts recognition and rewards appropriately.

14. The system impacts promotion and development appropriately.

15. Ratings are accurate and reflect actual performance.

16. Managers are timely in doing appraisals and always do them.

17. Poor performers are provided with developmental opportunities.

18. Performance problems are dealt with quickly and effectively.

19. Repeated poor performance results in appropriate consequences.

20. Managers treat appraisal as a continuous process rather than a one-time event at the end of the performance period.
21. Feedback is adequate and employees know both what is expected and how they are doing at all times.

22. Managers are appraised on how well they do appraisals.

23. Performance standards are consistent across the organization.

24. Training in performance appraisal is provided for all appraisers.

2

wu

26. Managers are skilled in doing appraisals.

27. Adequate job-related commentary is provided to support ratings.

28. Parties other than the direct supervisor have input into the appraisal process when they have relevant input.

29. There is an adequate appeals process in place.

30. Ratings are based on performance and not on the personal characteristics of the person being rated.

. Training in performance appraisal is provided for all employees.

Continued from page 19

effective if the conversations occurred and
were recorded much more frequently. Two
samples of such forms are attached as
Exhibit A and B.

Because of collective bargaining agree-
ments or other factors, sometimes grading
schemes are mandatory. If this is the case, the
ratings should be on small scale and should
be on metrics or behaviors relevant to that
individual’s job tasks.

More than three rating possibilities
becomes less than meaningful. Can we really
tell the difference between four and five?
Rating on a scale of “exceptional, successful
+/-, and needs improvement” may prove to be
more descriptive. What a “two” means to you
may be different than what it means to me.

Career counseling is a critical piece of
this process that we often overlook. We are so
concerned about evaluating past perform-

ance and determining future actions relevant
to specific short-term tasks that we dont
always provide for other opportunities or
focus on developing long-term goals.

How often do we hear stories of some-
one who gets glowing performance evalua-
tions and regular pay raises but resigns with-
in three months to pursue better opportuni-
ties? In my research on exit interviews, I reg-
ularly hear “lack of growth and development
opportunities” as reasons for leaving. In
times when we compete aggressively within a
limited talent pool of Gen-Xer’s, we cannot
afford to overlook any chance to provide
opportunity.

Many times, we have the avenues within
our organizations but do not take the time to
find out what someone’s long-term goals are
and how they may fit with our current or
future organization. Career counseling on at
least an annual basis should be a part of our
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communications plan.

This longer-term focus can also help
ensure that short-term goals are leading us
toward and are consistent with our long-term
goals. Some suggest that the starting point of
any personal planning process should be set-
ting long-term goals and working backward
to annual and monthly goals.

How Does your Process Stack Up?
Our world changes quickly, and our
systems and processes should adapt to keep
up with the constant challenge of running
successful organizations. We can not afford
to neglect our people, especially in the cur-
rent environment of an aging workforce,
limited technical talent pool, and restricted
budgets. We must change the things we can
to help us overcome the impact of the things
we can not.

Making sure your performance man-
agement process supports your organiza-
tion’s and staff’s future is critical to success
and, perhaps, survival. Listed in Exhibit C
is a questionnaire developed by Robert
Green, PhD." Use this questionnaire to
evaluate your current performance meas-
urement process.

Your answers may be degrees of agree-
ment or disagreement. Contrary to prudent
performance evaluation processes, you may
want to rate your success on a scale of one
through seven, with one equaling “not at all”
and seven equaling “completely.” Your
answers should provide some insight into
your current situation and the state of your
system within the context of the suggested
systems.

The overall goals of an effective review
process are to foster feedback, promote open
communication, nurture support and culti-
vate leadership within our organizations.
Making your organization effective in meet-
ing these goals can be your competitive
advantage when attracting and retaining tal-
ented people.
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