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It's that time of year again. 
Aren't you glad? 
Performance reviews are like 
the spring cleaning of the 
managerial world. Everyone 
knows it needs to be done. No 
one wants to get to work and do 
it. And your spouse — or at 
least your human resources 
representative — has been 
nagging you to do something 
about it. 
If you stare into the depths of 
your computer screen long 
enough, will it give you more 
insight into the capabilities and 
competence of your direct 
reports? Maybe this year we 
can resolve to make 
performance reviews a 
meaningful activity by being 
more honest, consistent, and 
aligned. 
Here's a statement I make 
about performance reviews 
which always gets an 
uncomfortable but affirming 
chuckle: "Most managers 
assess performance based on 
the last complaint they had 
within the previous four to six 
weeks." 
In other words, they haven't 
kept track of how their report 
has performed or developed 
since the last performance 
review; instead, they base their  
 

 

 
 
assumptions, evaluation, and 
future coaching on whatever  
issue has revealed itself most 
recently. 
If the manager is kind-hearted 
or simply wishes to avoid a 
potential conflict, this is a 
mutually embarrassing kabuki 
ritual that gets forgotten by 
both parties as soon as it is 
over. If the manager has a 
vindictive streak, this gives him 
or her the opportunity to be 
cruel and arbitrary with some 
hard-to-dispute "evidence" as 
backup. 
The root cause of this 
emptiness is that even though 
some managers do 
performance management 
throughout the year, few can 
summarize that series of 
discussions in a way that 
makes sense and drives 
improvement. What should a 
performance review look like? 
First we should note that a 
performance appraisal form or 
process does not equal 
performance management. 
The two are interconnected but 
mutually distinct aspects. 
Performance management is 
an ongoing series of 
conversations that enable open 
and frank discussion between 
manager and employee based 
on actual events of which at 
least one party has direct 
knowledge. Manager and 
employee might not interpret 
those events in the same way, 
but at least they can talk about 
them in a meaningful manner. 

 

 
 
A performance review, on the 
other hand, is that final  
culmination of a year-long 
discussion at the end of the  
performance management 
period, designed to provide a 
meaningful summation of all 
those previous discussions. 
In short, when you have a 
performance management 
process which is documented 
and continuous, then you can 
hold a performance appraisal 
and fill in the 'form'. However,  
you cannot conduct a 
meaningful appraisal if there 
have been no conversations 
prior.  
There are two classic elements 
in performance appraisal: 
The first issue is stating the 
goals. For the most part, they 
are simply a transfer from the 
previous year's targets 
adjusted by the appropriate 
percentage. Or they are a 
subset of your managers 
goals. 
They are often not reviewed, 
so when the business focus 
changes, the goals for year-
end measurement don't often 
formally change. The reality is 
that in most cases they are not 
objectives at all. They are 
simply work standards that 
maintain the status quo and do 
little, if anything, to enhance 
the business. 
These "work standards" should 
be seen as the minimal 
requirements to keep the job. 
Achieving them means you 
have done what you are paid to 
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do. On the other hand, 
business objectives need to be 
those one or two actions which 
each employee will do, within 
the definition of their role, to 
improve the organization and 
move it closer to achieving its 
strategic plan, and, in turn, the 
corporate vision. Otherwise 
why do it? 
Then, there is the development 
plan. In simple form, this is the 
pathway to closing the gap 
between what employees 
currently know and how they 
currently act, to what they need 
to know and how they need to 
act to be successful in 
completing their business 
objectives. 
Successfully executing the 
development plan should result 
in the direct report's ability to 
attain those numbers correctly. 
Connecting these two zones of 
concern are the employee's 
behavioural competencies, 
which should be the focus of 
the development plan. 
If the employee gets the 
behavioural competencies 
right, the numbers should be 
attainable, as long as they 
have the know-how to do the 
job. 
This mix of three elements 
cannot be dissected and 
parsed in a single session on a 
Friday afternoon. Instead, it 
takes careful thought and 
planning and requires regular 
meetings throughout the year 
interspersed with coachable 
moments and off-the-cuff 
conversations. 
Managers who think about 
what performance 
management entails in its full 
entirety generally have one 
response: "I don't have time for 
that! I need to get my job 
done." And all that I have to 
say to that excuse is: "You 
don't have time to do your job 
as manager?" 

If a manager’s job is not to 
develop and coach his or her 
direct reports, what is it? After 
all, how is a manager 
supposed to achieve the group 
goals set by his or her own 
manager? Surely, the manager 
is not meant to do this alone — 
aren't employees supposed to 
contribute? 
Not having enough time is an 
excuse which doesn't hold up 
to scrutiny, even, or especially, 
in terms of the demands of the 
business. It also sends a very 
clear message to direct 
reports. Essentially, the 
manager is saying: "I don't 
have time for you. You're not 
important. Your success does 
not have anything to do with 
my success." 
The impact this attitude has on 
employee cynicism cannot be 
underestimated. Consider 
also, the organizational impact 
when such behaviour is taking 
place across a number of 
managers. Not only is the 
organization getting low 
commitment and creativity 
from its employees, but it's 
also losing them in droves. 
After all, I've said it before and 
I'll say it again: "People don't 
leave companies. They leave 
managers." 
Who, within your organization, 
is "auditing" the quality of 
performance management? 
The organization that doesn't 
ensure that this activity gets 
the time it needs to be 
meaningful is sending the 
message that development of 
people adds no value to the 
business. 
All businesses are under the 
gun. All managers are being 
asked to do more with less, 
including less time. But we 
have plenty of time to do what 
really matters. The break-
down is not because of time; it 

is because the event does not 
rank in terms of our priorities. 
It's time to get those priorities 
straight. 
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