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			How to make the most of your performance appraisal

			
					Problem: how can I prepare for a performance appraisal, and what approach should I take in order to keep the discussion centred on constructive criticism for both manager and employee?

					Uses: evaluating results over a fixed time period and setting new objectives with the aim of improving employee skills and ensuring an atmosphere that is conducive to professional development.

					Professional context: management, human resource management, professional development.

					FAQs:	How frequently should performance appraisals be held?

	How can I ensure that the atmosphere of the meeting fosters communication and trust?

	Can I talk about anything during the meeting?

	How should I react to a negative performance appraisal?

	How should I handle an employee who reacts badly to any kind of criticism?

	How can I identify the obstacles to the goals set during the performance appraisal and help others to overcome them?




			

			Although all employees must face a performance appraisal at some point, many approach it with dread; even its very name awakens our fear of being weighed and found wanting. However, this meeting is an opportunity for managers and employees to open a dialogue and, when properly managed, it can actually contribute to the company’s development and to individual wellbeing.

			So how can we prepare for a performance appraisal and ensure that it leaves us feeling satisfied and motivated? How can we create an atmosphere that fosters communication? How can we reassure employees and put them at ease so that they share and absorb the information that will help them to move forward and adopt new perspectives as they work? In just 50 minutes, you will discover the secrets to overcoming the trepidation associated with performance appraisals and turning the meeting into a constructive encounter. This short book has something to offer for anyone who has a role to play in this process: employers, managers, human resource managers, and of course, employees. The guidance provided here will help you to make the most of your performance appraisals, which are, at their core, a way for the human dimension of human resource management to come to the fore.

		


		
			An effective, stress-free performance appraisal: the basics

			Performance appraisals: a complex support mechanism

			What are performance appraisals?

			Performance appraisals are usually held once a year, and are an opportunity for human resource managers (or a colleague from the employee’s department) and the employee in question to evaluate their work over a fixed period of time and to set progress goals for the future. This one-on-one meeting has several objectives:

			
					to define the expectations of the manager, the employee and the company’s clients;

					to identify any problems that have been encountered by evaluating the achievements and actions of that period (in a constructive manner);

					to make a note of the progress that has been made, analyse the employee’s strengths and weaknesses, evaluate their work, identify any necessary changes and sketch out their future prospects;

					to take stock of the employee’s motivations and career;

					to identify the needs that must be met in order to motivate the employee and ensure their future progress, then formulate a development and training plan;

					to clarify any misunderstandings and restore a mutually beneficial relationship, if necessary.

			

			Comments and notes on the employee’s performance and abilities are recorded in an evaluation chart.

			
				
					Caution

					A performance appraisal should not be:

					
							a pretext for aggressive reprimands or settling a score;

							a trial – the employee should not feel as though they are being judged personally, and the human resource manager should analyse the facts objectively;

							a monologue – the employee should be free to express their frustrations and discuss the difficulties they have faced with their manager;

							a source of stress; on the contrary, it should be a chance to grow.

					

				

			

			The different types of appraisal

			An employee evaluation is a complex process which should not be taken lightly. Managers should reflect on each meeting beforehand in order to identify the elements to be evaluated and an appropriate approach which will keep the meeting on track and ensure that the employee receives constructive feedback. In their book Méthodologie du recueil d’informations (“Methodology for Gathering Information”), the experts Jean-Marie de Ketele and Xavier Roegiers explain that the employer’s goals and, by extension, their approach are determined by the nature of the decisions they expect to take based on the outcome of the appraisal (decisions to improve a process, whether or not to embark on a project, to offer a promotion, etc.). More broadly speaking, the two authors claim that appraisals can be focused on:

			
					Orientation. This often precedes action, and aims to evaluate whether or not the employee has taken the learning experiences of one stage on board before they move on to the next stage. During the appraisal, the person conducting the meeting will evaluate whether or not the employee is fit for their role by determining if they fulfil the position’s requirements, or if they should be reassigned or receive further training. These appraisals focus on analysing the needs at hand and identifying the employee’s strengths and weaknesses.

					Regulation. The goal of these appraisals is to gather useful information which can be used to improve performance. During the meeting, the employee and their manager work together to determine which actions should be taken to adjust the process. In this example, the manager will identify the strengths and weaknesses of the employee’s role within the operational system, as well as the strategies that have been established.

					Achievement. These appraisals often take place at the end of a project and determine whether it was a success or a failure. They focus on examining the results (whether they are positive or negative) and on an overview of the knowledge and skills acquired by the employee (noting whether or not they have been taken fully on board or not). During the appraisal, the manager or the human resource manager may decide to offer the employee a promotion or a permanent contract.
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			Employee feedback can be given during all of these different types of appraisal. The approach to be taken should be chosen based on the objective of the appraisal, its importance and when it takes place.

			Who conducts the appraisal?

			The nature of the appraisal varies depending on the evaluator’s role and position within the company. Appraisals can be carried out by:

			
					The employee (self-evaluation). The employee analyses their own strengths and weaknesses in order to then set their own goals. This approach fosters motivation, because the employee is more closely involved in the process and is better prepared for their annual performance review.

					A superior or manager. This is the most common type of appraisal, so this book will chiefly focus on it. This may involve the employee’s direct superior or someone higher up the chain of command.

					A peer. This type of appraisal is very useful when evaluating the quality of an employee’s work. When an employee’s direct superior is not an expert in the field that the employee under evaluation works in, they may bring in another specialist in order to assess the quality of their work. For example, this is common in the publishing and research sectors.

					A subordinate. This has the benefit of providing insight into the employees’ view of the corporate hierarchy and their management methods.

					A client or customer. This is a useful way of gauging customer satisfaction, as it provides insight into ways that the product or service on offer could be improved.

					A combination of different evaluators. 360 degree feedback uses this approach.

			

			
				
					360 degree feedback

					360 degree feedback is an approach which uses several indicators to evaluate an employee’s capabilities, including their colleagues, their superiors, and sometimes even their clients. All those involved, including the employee, fill out the same questionnaire and comment on the employee’s work. All the responses are anonymous, and are used to calculate an average. This kind of appraisal is used to create a fuller, more objective picture than the evaluation provided by traditional methods, and allows the employee to compare their own view of their work with their colleagues’ perspectives.

				

			

			Performance evaluation

			In their article The Substantive Nature of Job Performance Variability: In Individual Differences and Behavior in Organisations, the renowned professors Campbell, Gasser and Oswald explain that in order to evaluate one’s own performance or the performance of one’s subordinates, it is essential to take a global view of all the relevant actions and behaviours within the company. Performance cannot be reduced to the resources used or the results of a certain series of actions; it is about the actions themselves, which attest to the employee’s contribution to the company’s objectives. Given that results may be influenced by external factors (lack of resources, strained working relationships, unforeseen incidents, etc.), it is important to look beyond them and focus in equal measure on the employee’s behaviour and methods.

			Campbell et al propose a multifactor model which identifies eight components of performance (the supervision component can be disregarded unless the appraisal is concerned with this kind of activity):

			
					role-specific skills;

					non-role-specific skills;

					written and oral communication skills;

					effort;

					personal discipline;

					collaboration and contributions to team and colleague performances;

					leadership and supervision skills;

					management and administrative skills.

			

			Below you will find a list of questions relating to each of these factors, which evaluators and employees alike will find useful while preparing for a performance appraisal. Depending on which decisions need to be made and the type of appraisal you are preparing for, some questions may prove more relevant than others.

			Specific skills

			
					Evaluator: 	Which skills have been deemed essential for the employee’s role?

	What behaviours does the employee exhibit in relation to each skill (actions, ideas, or relational attitudes)?

	What level of proficiency can be associated with the observed behaviours?

	What are the employee’s strengths and weaknesses?

	What corrective actions or training could be used to help the employee to improve?




					Employee:	Which skills are deemed essential for my role?

	Which situations have given me an opportunity to demonstrate each of my skills? What did I do exactly?

	How proficient am I in each skill? Am I comfortable putting this skill into practice, no matter the context?

	What are my strengths and weaknesses?

	What solutions could I put in place and what training do I need in order to improve?




			

			Non-specific skills

			
					Evaluator: 	Has the employee participated in activities or projects adjacent to their main role?

	If so, have they demonstrated other skills in these situations? Which skills? By extension, what behaviours can be identified?




					Employee:	Which activities and projects have I participated in which fall outside the main responsibilities of my role?

	What skills was I able to demonstrate on those occasions? In what way?




			

			Communication

			
					Evaluator: 	In which situations has the employee demonstrated their written and oral communication skills?

	Which means of communication can they use proficiently? Where is there room for improvement? What suggestions could I make?




					Employee:	In which situations did I feel like I was demonstrating my communication skills?

	Which means of communication can I use proficiently? What aspects do I need to improve? How could I improve them?




			

			Supervision

			
					Evaluator: 	How has the employee contributed to their subordinates’ performance? Which behaviours indicate that their leadership style is appropriate and effective (setting goals, encouraging expected behaviours, imposing appropriate rewards and punishments)? What advice could I offer?




					Employee:	Which of my actions attest to my leadership skills and my contribution to my subordinates’ performance? What are my needs (technical resources, additional staff, conflict resolution training, etc.)?




			

			Management/Administration

			
					Evaluator: 	Which observable actions and behaviours give an indication of the employee’s management skills (aside from those related to direct supervision, as mentioned above)?

	Did they set appropriate goals?

	Did they distribute the resources and/or workload appropriately?

	In administrative terms, have they contributed to the development of the company (by acquiring human, financial, or other resources)?




					Employee:	In which situations have I demonstrated my leadership skills?

	Did I control the way the situation developed?

	Did I help to resolve problems or crisis situations so that the goals could be achieved?

	Have I acquired additional resources (secured contracts, generated profits, obtained tools or other resources through a partnership, etc.)?




			

			Effort

			
					Evaluator: 	Does the employee put effort into their work? Is their effort consistent? Have they gone above and beyond what was required of them? Have they had to work under difficult conditions (periods of stress, pressure, etc.)? What motivates them?




					Employee:	Have I put enough effort into my work? Have I put consistent effort into my work? Have I gone above and beyond what was required of me? How can I prove it? What motivates me?




			

			Discipline

			
					Evaluator: 	Have I noticed any negative or counter-productive behaviour such as the consumption of alcohol or illegal substances on the job, rule-breaking, or excessive absenteeism? How can I prove it? How can I broach this subject?

	TIP: consult the human resources department, the guidance counsellor or a doctor as part of your preparation for addressing this subject.




					Employee:	Have I been exhibiting negative or counter-productive behaviour which could lead to me being reprimanded during the meeting? What attitude should I adopt if this issue is brought up during the meeting?

	TIP: if you are struggling with personal problems, talk to them in confidence with someone you trust, your guidance counsellor or the company doctor.




			

			Collaboration

			
					Evaluator: 	Does the employee help and support their colleagues? Do they work well in teams?




					Employee:	In which situations have I contributed to my colleagues’ performance through effective collaboration, or by providing help and support, etc.?




			

			Example skills evaluation grid

			[image: ]

			[image: ]

			Setting objectives

			It is important to set clear objectives so that a competent employee performs to the best of their ability, and so that their actions are focused in a way that meets the company’s expectations. Imagine that two football coaches each just told the players on their teams to kick the ball about a bit. No matter how beautifully they dribbled the ball around, the resulting match would be terribly dull. Conversely, they could motivate their players by giving them the objective of scoring as many goals against the opposing team as possible. This also applies in the office: in order to drive performance up, actions must have meaning and must be aligned with the company’s objectives. Whether you are the evaluator or the employee, make sure that each of your actions is in line with the objectives of the company, the team, and your own role by asking yourself the following questions:

			
					Which objectives for meeting the company’s expectations are shared by all employees? What objectives are shared by your team members in terms of putting their strategies into action? What are your individual objectives in terms of meeting expectations at an operational and strategic level? Are your individual objectives compatible with the collective objectives?

					What kinds of results would you like to obtain? Of what nature (product/service)? To what end (profit, mass production, innovation, reputation, collective service, application of legislation, etc.)?

					What factors prove that your objectives are being achieved? How can you measure the gap between your goals and your results?

					How can you gather information (interviews, questionnaires, observation, data analysis, etc.)? How frequently? How much would this cost? Would this information be easily accessible?

					Have you chosen effective, relevant criteria for verifying that your objectives have been achieved? Or should you choose different indicators?

			

			
				
					SMART method

					The SMART method can be used to set intelligent objectives which can be more easily understood by employees. They should be:

					
							(S) specific, meaning clear and precise so that everyone can understand them;

							(M) measurable through the use of indicators, so that you can track your progress;

							(A) attainable, though still ambitious enough to be a source of motivation;

							(R) realistic, in line with company policy and the employee’s role;

							(T) time-bound, meaning that they should have a fixed deadline and milestones.

					

				

			

			Defining the performance criteria

			Various indicators can be used to measure and evaluate performance. According to De Ketele and Roegiers, the evaluation process can be described as “comparing a set of information with a set of (referential) criteria”1 (ibid. p. 33). Just as we use a ruler to measure lengths and a set of scales to weigh objects, managers must first define the relevant criteria according to their company culture. It is equally necessary to establish different indicators for different positions and roles. Ask yourself what you want to evaluate and what criteria should be given priority. For example, use questionnaires to assess customer satisfaction, data analysis to calculate production volume or profit, interviews to evaluate procedural effectiveness, statistics to estimate shortfalls, etc. Indicators are simply points of reference which allow us to estimate the size of the gaps between expected and actual results.

			According to the professor of work psychology Claude Lévy-Leboyer, there are two types of indicators: objective indicators and subjective indicators. Examples of the former include budget adherence, production estimates, frequency, deadline adherence, error frequency, customer satisfaction levels, product quality, adherence to security measures, etc. However, employees cannot always control all of these factors, so you should always consider how relevant these factors are to the employee’s role. During appraisals, subjective indicators tend to be used most often. Those used most frequently include scales which are used to rate employee behaviour:

			
					Graphic scales, as shown below:
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					Behaviourally Anchored Rating Scales (BARS), in which real behaviours are associated with each level of a rating scale (which should have been developed by experts on the subject). In his book Évaluation du personnel. Quels objectifs ? Quelles méthodes ? (“Personnel Evaluations: Which goals? Which methods?”), Claude Lévy-Leboyer gives an interesting example of the way a bank employee’s “client relations” could be evaluated:
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					Behaviour Observation Scales (BOS), a version of BARS which also consists of a rating scale, but with more concise descriptions of the behaviour in question at each level. The evaluator then makes a note of how frequently the individual exhibits this behaviour. For example:
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					Advice for managers

					
							The importance accorded to each criterion should be based on the employee’s role. For example, punctuality is an essential quality for those working in business, whereas avoiding errors is more important for an accountant.

							As well as varying according to the employee’s profession, the importance of each criterion will also be influenced by the context and the objectives of the company and sector in question. For example, the financial services sector has very different goals (growth, profit, etc.) from the social services sector (resource allocation, project relevance, quality of relationships, etc.).

							The company’s priorities will evolve over time: in ten years they will not necessarily be identical to current priorities. You should readjust your chosen indicators on a regular basis and pay attention to their contextual relevance.

							Do not forget that you are evaluating individuals who are constantly evolving. It is often wise to use different performance indicators depending on whether you are evaluating a new recruit or an experienced employee.

					

				

			

			In addition to criteria targeted at analysing processes and results, you should also consider motivation. The motivational factors that act as a driving force in your company may include shared values, stability, salary, training opportunities, career advancement opportunities and independence, among others. Consider what factors should be maintained or adjusted in order to keep motivation strong. It is also important for each employee to define their own motivational criteria and for the evaluator to pay attention to them so that they can ensure that their team remains focused.

			Performance appraisals 101

			The basics

			In order to build up a sense of respect and trust and to create a safe environment, you should always inform the employee who is due to be evaluated of the following aspects of the meeting in advance:

			
					The date, time, place and duration of the appraisal. The employee should be informed of the meeting around a fortnight in advance so that they can prepare to the best of their ability.

					The methods and resources which can be used to prepare (are there self-evaluation forms or templates to fill in?).

					The purpose of the appraisal within the context of the company as a whole.

					The subject of the appraisal: the skills related to their role and/or team performance, working methods, achievements, critical incidents, behaviour on the job, etc.

					The means of evaluation: rating scales, observation scales, or another frame of reference.

					The structure of the appraisal and the different stages involved.

			

			
				
					Advice for employers

					
							Schedule the meeting at a time when the company will not be busy so that your own judgement will not be clouded by external factors and to ensure that the meeting takes place in a calm environment.

							Do not catch anyone off guard by leaving it until the day before to inform them of the meeting, as this approach can stir up resentment.

							Use a neutral location where you will not be disturbed.

							Prepare yourself mentally so that you are in the best mood possible, and adopt a positive attitude.

							Set aside some extra time (1 h to 1 h 30) in case the employee has any questions or comments.

					

				

			

			Preparation

			The success of the meeting largely depends on how well both participants prepare for it, so its effectiveness will be greatly diminished if either the employee or the evaluator shows up unprepared. In order to establish a constructive dialogue, both parties should bear the performance criteria that will be used in mind while preparing (cf. Performance evaluation). There are several documents that can be used at this stage of the process:

			
					Written information about the employee (thank you letters, complaint forms, service notes, etc.).

					Informational documents or graphs (absence statistics, results charts, etc.).

					The employee’s CV.

					The performance appraisal from the previous year (if applicable).

					The employee’s self-evaluation (to be completed by them before the meeting).

					The evaluation chart for the present year. The manager will fill it in during the meeting, and can provide the employee with a blank copy before the meeting so that they are aware of the skills that will be evaluated and prepare their arguments.

			

			Step by step

			Once you have prepared, it will be time to get stuck in. But how do these infamous performance appraisals actually work? The following table could prove useful, whether you are the evaluator or the employee:
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			Ideally, the meeting should end with both sides coming to a “win-win” agreement, but unfortunately this is not always possible. However, this does not necessarily make the meeting a failure; take a step back and focus on the positive.

			To sum up, the appraisal is about clarification, communication, motivation, development, responsibility, finding meaning and value.

		

		




			1This quotation has been translated by 50Minutes.com.
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