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Appraisal – How to make it achieve what you want

Terry Gillen
Have you ever wondered why managers fail to give appraisal the priority it deserves, need chasing to return their forms on time or write ‘school report’ generalisations instead of specific details to support their opinions. Having been involved in various forms of appraisal skills training and appraisal system design for well over a decade, Terry Gillen has identified why appraisal training so very often fail to live up to expectations and provides six tried & tested ideas to help you turn appraisal into a vital management tool.

Introduction

We Trainers attract a variety of labels and one of the neatest I’ve heard recently is ‘performance technologist’. Our job is to impact on the people side of the organisation to improve organisational performance. One of the most productive places on which to have impact is the quality of performance-related discussions between managers and their staff. So, when appraisal is permeating hitherto untouched nooks and crannies of corporate life and the need for higher performance continues unabated, if you can improve managers’ approach to appraisal, you can have a major effect on organisational performance.
Unfortunately, we have a handicapped starting point. Decades of bureaucratic and inappropriate appraisal systems have given managers a jaundiced attitude towards appraisal. Having listened to managers over the years, there are six things they dislike about formal appraisal. As any two or three of them will form obstacles serious enough to warrant attention during training, we need to be aware of them all. 
Managers’ attitudes
1 Managers have enough to do without also having to fill in forms for Personnel.

We all seem to be working longer and harder than we used to. Deadlines are getting tighter and targets tougher. As organisations have downsized, spans of control have increased. I come across managers with over thirty appraisals to complete within a few weeks of each other while also trying to get on with their ‘real’ work. Also, with the increasing use of matrix teams, staff empowerment, remote working, home working and globalisation, many managers have to engage in the time-consuming activity of seeking performance information from other people if they are to appraise their staff accurately.

So why should managers spend scarce and precious hours doing something from which they derive little benefit or enjoyment?

2 The appraisal cycle is ‘divorced’ from individual managers’ ‘business’ cycles.

Appraisal rarely comes at the ‘right’ time of year for everyone. Formal appraisal is either just too late or it coincides with an extremely busy period. Real objectives rarely fit neatly into an appraisal period. This encourages some managers to sort out real objectives at the appropriate time but ‘put something on the appraisal form to keep Personnel happy’.

3 Appraisal is inherently unfair.

Appraisal favours people with easily quantifiable roles or project-orientated objectives. People in jobs that are not ‘milestone-friendly’ or for whom exceptional performance is difficult to quantify are disadvantaged. Furthermore, individually focused appraisal discourages the teamwork necessary for effective performance. And, of course, while all managers appraise their own staff objectively, few claim that other managers do so with equal detachment.

4 Giving staff feedback on their performance is a very uncomfortable experience.

Most managers would have to check their diaries to recall what they were doing several weeks ago so recalling what one of many staff was doing several months ago requires a superhuman memory. Consequently, the ‘interview’ feels very artificial.
5 They haven’t been trained 

Also, managers are rarely trained how to appraise staff. When they are trained, the training is strongly orientated towards completion of appraisal documentation thereby inferring its greater relevance to Personnel than to line managers.

6 “Here we go again”
And, as if that was not bad enough, every now and again, Personnel departments like to revamp appraisal systems, changing the documentation and changing its name. But fundamentally it stays the same. There are few radical departures from the appraisal systems that Personnel loves and line managers hate. All this does is reinforce line managers’ original perceptions.

Appraisal never looks as attractive from managers’ perspective as it does from HR’s.

So, baring in mind this unhelpful starting point, what do we Trainers need to do to encourage unenthusiastic managers to give priority to appraisal? Here is a range of ideas you can use. I have tried, tested and refined them on a substantial number of courses receiving favourable feedback from even skeptical managers so I’m confident they will help you.

Idea 1. Address attitudes
Before we can impart skills, we need to lay firm foundations, so let’s get straight to the heart of the problem – few managers enter their trade or profession to be managers. They go into medicine, law, architecture, engineering, IT, charity work etc because we want to do things related to that subject. Then, as a result of their success doing things, they get promoted. So now, in addition to doing things, they have to manage things.
As managing things usually involves staff, that part of their job subdivides into managing processes and managing people. So you can divide a manager’s job into three parts, doing things, managing processes and managing people (see Figure 1).
Figure 1 The three parts of a manager’s job










Now, think about this: doing things is what attracted managers to that trade or profession in the first place and it is what they proved so good at they got promoted. Consequently, it is a major comfort zone for them. Managing processes, while necessary, is difficult to get excited about. (Be honest, have you ever known anyone get really excited by spreadsheets, schedules and projections? And, if you have, would you want to spend an evening with them?) It is, however, a relatively comfortable hiding place if managers are bothered by the third part of their job, managing people. This can be a major uncomfortable zone for many managers because it is the breeding ground of so many performance and relationship problems. Not only is it fraught with problems, it takes managers away from doing the things they like! Yet it is also the bit of the job with the greatest potential for performance improvement.
As I describe this on courses, I ask managers to think of performance as a weight and management activities as the lever with which they lift the weight. As demands for improved performance continue unabated, the weight is getting heavier all the time. Managers, therefore, have only two choices: to work even harder (which is an unappealing prospect to most of us) or to lift the increased weight by applying the same effort to a longer lever. In other words, you can work smarter. ‘Working smarter’ is not as woolly as it might sound.
Whenever managers clarify performance expectations, monitor performance to give helpful feedback, coach their staff, help them develop the skills and confidence to make decisions, agree helpful procedures etc, they make the ‘lever’ longer, thereby improving performance.
I have found that when I use these diagrams (Figures 1 and 2) and this explanation, I can almost hear pennies dropping in managers’ minds. For many of them it is the first time they have understood the different aspects of their jobs and appreciated how appraisal relates to their job.
Figure 2 Staff performance and performance ‘leverage’










Idea 2. Link appraisal skills more to effective management than to formal appraisal processes
I wonder how many of us have repeated the mantra that ‘nothing should come as a surprise to staff during appraisal’ without following it through to its logical conclusion? The only way nothing comes as a surprise is if managers appraise their staff regularly and frequently. So I have found that teaching appraisal skills as part of a formal appraisal process simply reinforces their infrequent use. On the other hand, when I teach appraisal skills as if they are part of effective and common sense management, managers accept the need to make appraisal part of their management style. 
Idea 3. Show managers how to really clarifying performance expectations

One of the commonest performance problems I seen in organisations is managers failing to clarify performance expectations in their own minds and, consequently, failing to agree clear performance expectations to their staff. This failing also ensures that feedback will be vague, general or wide of the mark and that training and development will be unfocused. This not only reduces the chances of managers getting the performance they want, it increases the chances that their performance assessments, and the appraisal process itself, will lack credibility. So here is a simple and very productive exercise you can give managers.
First, ask managers to think of a job reporting to them and to specify why the job exists in a clear, concise, plain English statement. I’ve seen this question change engineers’ view of their job from To repair customers’ equipment to To make customers glad they bought their equipment from us and computer technicians’ views of their jobs from To provide the best possible solution to To help customers appreciate that we’re providing the best possible solution. The second statements help the engineers and their managers understand that successful performance involves more than technical excellence; it includes response times, number of first-time repairs, number of repeat callouts and customer satisfaction. The computer technicians and their managers now realise that successful performance requires more than technical competence; it also requires interpersonal competence.

Second, imagine three fictitious members of staff - the first is solid performer, the second requires extra attention from you and the third is so good you’d like a few more of them. Describe the observable differences between their performance and the way they work. You’ll probably find that the under-performer is lacking some of the basic elements to meet the job purpose achieved by the solid performer. The very good performer is probably exceeding in quantifiable performance measures because (and this bit is important) they are good at difficult-to-quantify aspects of performance.
These difficult-to-quantify aspects of performance include aspects such as accepting responsibility, solving problems, making decisions at a level you would expect from a more senior person, owning problems, helping others meet deadlines and fulfill customer expectations. High performing staff probably also see the bigger picture, understand, and take account of implications for others and so on.

Because these aspects of performance are difficult to quantify, many managers ignore them because they don’t fit traditional objective setting. Yet it is these aspects that make the difference between acceptable and excellent performance. Exploring these ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ issues in dialogue with staff increases the likelihood that your performance expectations will be both incisive and accepted by staff.

Figure 3 shows you a simple template for thinking about these descriptions and Table 1 gives you a list of some of the technical skills, personal skills, inputs and outputs managers can include in their descriptions.
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Having thought through what performance you want from staff, the next stage is to communicate it to them. On courses, I get managers to go through this process in pairs or small groups. When prompted, they always conclude that the discussion fine-tuned their thinking, making it more comprehensive and incisive, and resulted in more ‘ownership’ of the finished product. They then see the benefits of such discussions with staff:
· Clear and shared performance expectations

· Shared ownership

· Easier performance monitoring

· Fewer disagreements over performance assessments

· More finely tuned development planning.

Idea 4. Make sure managers avoid objective setting pitfalls

Objectives are an increasingly common part of appraisal yet they are very easy to get wrong. A quick run through of the SMART framework is wholly insufficient to avoid the two serious yet common pitfalls. 
· Agreeing ‘pantomime’ objectives. These are objectives that are so subjective and general that performance review conversations can degenerate into a pantomime:

‘We agreed that you would improve your contribution to team effectiveness’
‘I have.’

‘Oh no you haven’t’

‘Oh yes I have.’

To overcome this problem it is easy to go to the other extreme and only agree objectives that are easily quantified. That, however, can lead to the second problem.

· Incorrectly quantifying objectives. This problem is more difficult to spot because the objectives look right. So here are some examples that illustrate the problem: some hospital administrators are ‘fiddling’ waiting list performance figures by instructing clinicians to give preference to patients with simple ailments because they can be processed more quickly than patients with serious ailments; some Police Forces have objectives relating to crimes detected per 100 officers resulting in some Forces are redeploying Officers from crime prevention, which is difficult to quantify, to crime detection which is easier to quantify, to achieve better performance ratings; some schools are discouraging less able students from sitting exams and ensuring that students spend less time on music, sport, drama, social skill development to improve league their table position.

What gets measured gets done. So if you measure the wrong things, you get the wrong things done.

The purpose of objectives is to focus people’s efforts, give them something to ‘go for’ etc. Pantomime objectives do not do that and incorrectly quantified objectives can deliver the performance you do not want. So how can managers avoid these problems? On courses, I give them four thoughts:

· Link objectives precisely to the job purpose.

· Relate objectives to natural ‘business’ timescales not to appraisal timescales. If that means that the objectives box on the appraisal form gets left blank so what? As long as you and your staff agree practical objectives at the appropriate time for you both, does Personnel really need to know what they are?

· Agree a mix of objectives from the following list: quantifiable aspects of performance,  descriptive aspects of performance, personal development, contribution to team effectiveness.
· Recognise that for some activities where less-than-acceptable performance on a particular task would be significant but where better-than-acceptable performance is either impossible or unnecessary.  For example, failing to follow a procedure might be serious but following it better than ‘acceptable’ is probably unnecessary or even impossible. In these cases, agree a performance standard instead of an objective.
· Use a framework such as SMART when discussing and agreeing objectives. A version, enhanced from Paul J Meyer’s original, appears in Table 2.

Idea 5. Encourage managers to agree how they will monitor performance and how they will help staff achieve good performance

When performance is monitored the right way, it provides numerous opportunities to:

· tackle problems while they are still small

· spot learning & development needs that will benefit from immediate attention

· use feedback to modify behaviour

· capitalise on spontaneous coaching opportunities.

How managers agree to monitor staff performance will depend on the nature of their work and the culture of your organisation but, again, it will help you gain maximum credibility with your training if you point out that formal performance monitoring does not always help. The ‘procedural’ approach to quality, following BS 5750 etc, can sometimes make formal performance monitoring a bit slow and formal. When people feel that performance monitoring is something that is done to them rather than something in which they are fully involved, they tend to feel alienated from the process, resent it and get defensive, resisting suggestions that would otherwise help them.
When, on the other hand, they are fully involved in the process, they tend to feel part of it and see the benefits. Performance monitoring works best when it:

· happens quickly

· is accurate and believed

· is relatively easy to collect and collate

· is ‘owned’ by the people whose performance it is describing

· is as user-friendly as possible
Hence if managers agree with staff how they will monitor performance and help them improve their performance, managers find it easier to operate as ‘performance coaches’ rather than ‘performance police officers’.

Idea 6. Link feedback and coaching to performance development

I feel that too much appraisal skill training concerns handling the ‘interview’ as an event rather than using regular ‘discussions’ as part of a performance development process. I find there are three ideas that help managers make this conceptual jump.

First, referring back to Idea 1, we need to help them appreciate that, just like getting fit and healthy, good performance comes from regular attention not from an annual blitz. They need to appreciate that they don’t spend time on these reviews, they invest it, receiving a time-saving return in the shape of improved staff performance.
Second, we need to help them understand the significance of extrinsic feedback and reflection to effective learning and performance improvement. Effective learning and performance improvement takes us through four steps:

· Intention

· Action

· Feedback

· Reflection

One of the most important of which is the feedback step. There are two types of feedback - intrinsic and extrinsic.  Intrinsic feedback comes from the task itself and usually concerns what has been achieved.  Extrinsic feedback comes from an external source and usually concerns how the task has been tackled. It immeasurably enhances the value of the intrinsic feedback.  And, as ‘soft’ skills become increasingly relevant to improved performance, intrinsic feedback on what has been achieved becomes more useful when it is enhanced with extrinsic feedback on how the task was tackled. (I’ll come to reflection shortly.)
Third, they need to be comfortable giving feedback. When managers are uncomfortable giving feedback, they see it as an end in itself and are often glad to get it over with irrespective of what it achieves. When they are comfortable with it, however, they see it as a ‘behaviour shaper’ and use it to encourage staff to exhibit more of the behaviours that lead to good performance and less of the behaviours that detract from it.
Good quality feedback is specific rather than vague, descriptive rather than woolly and factual rather than subjective. Vague, woolly and subjective feedback, even if praising someone, is usually a demotivator because the underlying message is that the manager does not understand the staff member’s performance. Which feedback would you rather receive, the one on the left or the one on the right?

	· “That was quite good.”
	· “That report was very thorough. The statistics added credibility to your conclusion.”



	· “You are a valuable member of the team.”
	· “The more junior team members often seek your advice and you help them make good decisions.”



	· “Your performance has been satisfactory.”
	· “You had some tough objectives and by carefully targeting your effort and seeking advice in good time when you encountered difficulties your performance remained well within acceptable limits.”


Returning to the learning process, the other important step is reflection. This is the step that helps people decide what to do with the feedback. So, fourth, discussing specific and descriptive intrinsic and extrinsic feedback can be improved still further with a coaching approach. The space available in this article doesn’t allow me to elaborate on a subject the size of coaching but as many of you will already be familiar with it, I can simply emphasise its main benefit. It stops managers seeing feedback as an end in itself and encourages them to use feedback as part of a performance development process.
It is a ‘law’ of the universe that good quality feedback improves performance

Idea 7. Encourage managers to see how staff development benefits them
Many managers are concerned about the time coaching staff can take and the disruptive consequences of improved staff moving on. I find a short discussion based on the following questions usually stimulates the right conclusions:

· Is there a time period between staff improving their performance, that performance being noticed by other managers and the staff member moving on and, if so, who benefits from the improved performance during that time period?

· Do people value development opportunities? Would you stay longer (and productively) with a manager who developed you or one who allowed you to stagnate?

· Which managers perform better, those with energetic, developing staff or those with unenthusiastic stagnating staff?

· Who would you rather have working for you, energetic, enthusiastic developing staff or staff who, if they had the energy, would dig an escape tunnel?

· Would you rather have staff move on saying great things about you or move on saying what a bad manager you are?

· Who attracts the best candidates, effective process managers or good people managers?

Final thoughts
Managers’ perception of appraisal is often a major obstacle to its effectiveness. By addressing that perception, however, we can have greater impact. By giving managers performance management skills rather than traditional appraisal skills we can help ensure that appraisal becomes part of our organisation’s management style and culture.

All interaction between managers and their staff achieves something. The question is, does it achieve what you want it to?

Table 1 Example performance indicators

	Level
	Indicator

	Above requirements
	· Excellent technical ability; often sought after by others for advice

· Exceeds personal objectives; makes a substantial contribution to team objectives

· ‘Runs the extra mile’; can always be relied upon to help out with problems

· Accepts responsibility, solves problems and makes decisions at a level one would expect from a more senior person

· Owns problems even helping others to meet deadlines and fulfil customer expectations

· Sees the bigger picture; understands, and takes account of, implications for others

· Applies him/herself well; manages time very effectively

· An ambassador for the team and company when dealing with customers

· Positive attitude; causes others to think positively

	Meets requirements
	· Technically competent

· Meets majority of personal objectives; contributes to team objectives

· Conscientious

· Tidy, appearance appropriate

· Hardworking; uses time satisfactorily

· Accepts responsibility; takes ownership of issues and problems

· Willing to help out in problem situations

· Provides good customer service

· Solves problems and makes decisions within capabilities

· Positive attitude

· Good team player; gets on well with other team members

· Impartial when dealing with staff and colleagues

· Reliable in routine situations

	Below requirements
	· Technical competence below requirements

· Error rate, rectification rate or quality poor

· Work rate lower than ability and/or staff in same or similar jobs

· Does the minimum to get by

· Unreliable

· Untidy worker; appearance below acceptable level

· Avoids responsibility

· Avoids helping out in problem situations

· Shows less initiative than he/she has potential for

· Parochial; refuses to think beyond own boundaries

· Customer care falls short of desired levels

· Has ‘favourites’ (staff and/or colleagues)

· Negative attitude (eg looks for problems, ‘anti’ company initiatives)

· Causes others to think negatively

· Contributes little to team efforts


Table 2 SMART objectives
	SMART
	Notes

	Specific & Stretching


	If they are not specific they will end up as pantomime objectives. Being specific aids clarity and understanding.

‘Stretching’ recognises that people grow and develop and that reaching a stretching goal provides a sense of achievement.



	Measurable & Motivating
	Measurable makes the objective even more specific and, hence clearer. For some topics, however, a descriptive objective can be more useful than a quantified one. For example, improving staff morale from description to description will be more useful than choosing some numerical barometer of morale.

	Achievable & Agreed
	When we feel an objective cannot be achieved we do not rise to the challenge. We throttle back knowing there is no point in trying. So staff have to believe an objective can be achieved. Hence the need for dialogue and, sometimes, compromise. People resist objectives that are imposed on them but accept those they help determine.

	Relevant & Reinforced
	Good objectives focus people’s efforts and effort is a scarce commodity. You can’t afford to waste it on anything that is not relevant to overall goals.

People do not exist in a vacuum. We need feedback, help and encouragement to reinforce our efforts.

	Timed & Trackable
	Timescales assist clarity still further and help staff organise their time.

‘Trackable’ means can you and your staff track their progress towards the objective. If so, you can get the many benefits of monitoring performance.
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This information was written by Consultant Trainer and Author, Terry Gillen.  

You can find out more about him and his work, and access more free downloads 

by visiting his website at http://www.terrygillen.co.uk

