
PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT

Get an appraisal right on paper and you'll motivate people in your 
team, feresa Ewington offers advice to managers

I t’s that time of year again. Appraisals, 
performance reviews, PDRs. Whatever 
your organisation calls them, the 
prospect of summing up how people on 
your team got on over the past year can 

fill some managers with dread. Especially when 
they’ve got to write up a dozen of them.

As L&D professionals, we spend a lot of time 
putting tools together to guide managers through 
appraisal season. We train them. We support them. 
We coach them so they can have conversations 
about performance or objectives. But there’s a 
huge gap in all of that training. W hat about the 
writing?
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PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT

The right words matter 
How your manager treats this whole process isn’t 
dissimilar to customer service. W hen it goes well 
you’ll tell everyone. Whether that’s their boss, your 
staff survey or your workmates. And when it’s bad 
-  well, it can be more than noise that’s created. 
Sometimes it triggers absence, stress and conflict.

Think of the last time someone wrote something 
about you. Did you agree? If  you didn’t, how did 
that feel? I once had a manager write my name 
with an ‘h’ in it, all the way through my appraisal 
form. You can imagine how personal that felt.

How can L&D help?
Writing’s one of those skills we assume everyone’s 
clued up on, but a lot of the time, we haven’t 
paid much attention to it since we started work. 
I’ve asked around, and it’s pretty hard to find 
companies that offer their people, let alone their 
managers, writing skills. But they should do.

Getting the words right, both face-to-face and 
on paper, is essential. In fact, helping managers do 
that bit of writing is just as important as all the 
other kinds of training we offer them.

Here are some of the common problems that 
come up in appraisal write-ups, and ways we can 
train our managers to fix them.

Get it right in the room  
No manager can put together an accurate record 
of what happened in an appraisal if they don’t get 
things down right, while they’re in the room. But 
equally, no manager can have an open, natural 
discussion if  they’re scrambling to take detailed 
notes of exactly who said what. And before you 
ask, I’d knock taping the conversation off the list 
as a possible solution, too. It feels a little passive- 
aggressive, as if the manager wants to trip the 
employee up at a later date.

Eye to eye, then pen to paper 
W hen it comes to note-taking, managers have 
little hope of capturing what happened in a review 
if they’re scrawling down snippets of conversation

Think o f  the la st 
tim e som eone w ro te  
som eth ing abou t yo u . 
D id you  agree? I f  you  
didn%  how  d id  th a t fee l?

in illegible shorthand. Admit it: we’ve all been to 
meetings only to look at our notes a day later -  and 
be a litde perplexed about what we meant when we 
drew that flag and a star. Or is it just me?

We need to get managers to ask the right 
questions, like ‘How do you want me to sum this 
up, then?’ or ‘W hat’s the best way for us to record 
this in your review?’ I t’ll reassure employees their 
manager isn’t going to cobble something together 
from a hazy memory at a later date. They’ll see it 
there, written down, in the room. And that -  plus 
a spelling and punctuation spring clean -  is how 
it’ll appear in the review.

It’s not a school report 
I think a lot of the nerves and anxiety around 
review time have their root in the kind of language 
many managers use. If  managers tap into that 
school-report mentality (of the ‘could try harder’ 
variety), then there’s litde chance they’ll engage 
with whoever’s in the room with them. We’re 
not at school anymore. Managers aren’t teachers 
ticking off naughty pupils who don’t understand 
how the world works. They’re adults talking to 
adults. Peers talking to peers. So managers should 
choose language which reflects that.

There’s one easy test managers can use to see if 
their written language passes the adult-to-adult 
test: simply reading it out loud. Can they use their 
normal voice when they read out the appraisal 
write-up? Or does it sound like Mrs Hill from the 
local primary talking to one of her Year 2 pupils? 
If it does, then something’s not quite right.

No surprises
Isn’t  that what we preach? Our H R  colleagues 
spend the whole year checking managers are 
dealing with any issues as and when they come up. 
So they shouldn’t be notching up a year’s worth of 
missed sales targets, botched client conversations 
and missed deadlines, and then unpicking them, 
one by one, in the room.

If  we’ve cut out the surprises, then both 
manager and managee should walk into a review 
with a pretty clear idea of which direction the 
discussion’s headed. The structure of the appraisal 
can be read as an agenda. And chances are, that 
agenda can translate into an outline for the write
up that follows.

And if  the year’s not gone well?
O f course, not all reviews are a walk-in-the- 
park recount of what a great job that employee’s 
done over the past 12 months. Sometimes things 
haven’t  worked out. Sometimes they’re unhappy 
about something. And sometimes, the manager’s
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downright disappointed with how the year’s gone.
If  it’s important to get the language right for 

a positive appraisal, it’s even more important 
when the conversation gets a little sticky. And 
there’s nothing like misinterpretation on paper to 
guarantee even stickier conversations in the future.

The right words are the best way to avoid this, 
and smooth out any bumps between what the 
employee thinks has happened, and the manager’s 
version of events. W hat’s really crucial is that 
we encourage managers to write down exacdy 
what the employee said -  not their version, or 
interpretation, of that message.

Does i t  sound like M rs  
H ill fro m  the local 
p r im a ry  ta lk ing to one 
o f  her Year 2 pu pils?  I f  i t  
does, then som eth in g’s  
n o t qu ite r ig h t

Stalem ate
And when it’s really awkward? In the case of polar 
opposite views, we should support managers to 
take a note of both sides of the story. I t’s wiser 
to have two summaries: the manager’s, and the 
employee’s -  both using the same language they 
used in the room. That way, if they read it back at 
a later date, it’ll still sound like them.

And let’s be honest, if a manager’s in this 
scenario chances are it’s going to be escalated to a 
senior manager or employee relations. W hen that 
happens, there’s more than likely going to be a 
detailed analysis of the conversation. So we really 
should help managers make their appraisals as 
clear and honest as possible.

R eview  tim e’s often  a w orry  
End-of-year reviews might make managers’ 
eyes roll -  but that’s nothing compared to the 
stomach-churning effect they have on employees. 
However good their relationship might be with 
their manager, there are probably going to be a 
few nerves joining them in the room. I’ll reiterate: 
there shouldn’t be any nasty surprises at review 
time, but that doesn’t mean employees won’t have 
a niggling feeling that there might be one.

Nerves matter. They make it more difficult for 
us to listen; to really make sense of what’s going 
on in the room. And they can shape a review, 
including how managers record it afterwards.

Language is one way managers can help 
to push nerves aside. The way they set up an 
invitation for an appraisal can affect how an 
employee thinks -  and feels -  before they get 
into their review. Instead of a stuffy, formal 
template, why can’t managers use the same 
language they’d use face to face? A set-up like 
‘Here we go again...’ or ‘Are you free for a coffee 
(and your appraisal) on the 17th?’can help take 
the edge off those nerves. Pave the way for a 
better conversation in the room -  and an honest 
write-up of events afterwards.

Cutting and pasting  is  o ff  the m enu
How often have you heard managers moaning or 
worrying about the sheer number of appraisals 
they’ve got to get through? Just because 
something’s in your job description doesn’t mean 
you feel confident about doing it. And like any job 
you don’t feel confident about or keen on tackling, 
there’s a tendency to leave it until the last minute. —>

We’ve heard it all before.
Fixing cut-and-paste appraisal speak

B efo re A fte r

P oo r in te lle c tu a l p e rfo rm a n c e W ith  he r a cco u n ta n cy  

q u a lif ic a t io n s , I 'm  su rp r is e d  

th a t she 's s tru g g le d  w ith  o u r 

s o ftw a re . W e e xp e c te d  h e r to  
be u p  to  speed  w ith  it  b y  n o w , 

b u t she sa id  th a t...

D e m o n s tra te s  e x ce p tio n a l 

p ro fe s s io n a lis m
I fee l as th o u g h  h e r c lie n ts  are 

in  a sa fe  p a ir  o f  hands . For 

e xa m p le ...

R ig id  p e rsp e c tiv e O th e r te a m  m e m b e rs  say he 

is n 't  w il l in g  to  b u d g e  on  th e  

issue. I asked h im  w h y , and  he 

sa id ...

M a in ta in s  a p o s it iv e  a tt itu d e He's a lw a ys  che e ry  a ro u n d  

th e  o ffice , even  w h e n  he 's up 

a g a in s t a d e a d lin e .

Lack o f  a d a p ta b ility W e ta lk e d  a b o u t h o w  she 's 

c o p in g  w ith  th e  cha ng es  in 

th e  d e p a rtm e n t. I th in k  she 's 
s tru g g lin g , fo r  e xa m p le ...

P oor t im e k e e p in g W e ta lk e d  a b o u t w h y  she's 

o fte n  la te  to  w o rk .

A p t itu d e  fo r  m a n a g e m e n t I th in k  he 'd m ake  a g re a t 
m anager.
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Why is it  that so m any  
m anagers have one w ay  
o f  communicating face- 
to-face, and a com pletely  
different sty le  when  
th ey’re w riting about 
em ployees?

Teresa
Ewington
is head of 
training at The 
W riter (www. 
thewriter.com)

I t’s no secret that when were short on time, 
or we’re just not that sure about the job in hand, 
our writing gets sloppy. Copying. Pasting. Stock 
phrases. I t’s amazing how often the same language 
crops up in performance reviews: certain words 
and phrases, the odd cliche, a good dose of vague 
language. But that’s downright unhelpful (and 
lazy, too). The last thing we want managers doing 
is just grabbing the employee’s appraisal from 
last year and tweaking it. And we don’t want 
employees thinking they’ve picked up someone 
else’s report by mistake.

Copying and pasting’s no good for employees’ 
self-appraisals either. However tempting it might 
be for them to download a ‘perfect’ example and 
pull chunks of it across to their own. That won’t 
impress, for the same reason that stock words and 
phrases won’t work for managers: they sound false 
and insincere.

Speak the sam e language
The reason cliches or review buzzwords and 
phrases don’t help the appraisal write-up is that 
managers don’t speak that language to start with. 
And neither do the people on their teams. So 
why is it that so many managers have one way 
of communicating face-to-face, and a completely 
different style when they’re writing about 
employees? It makes them sound like they’ve got a 
personality disorder.

As trainers, we’ve got a role to play in making 
sure managers are consistent. Because, if employees 
don’t understand the language managers are using 
in appraisal forms, then how can they understand 
what their managers think of them -  and work out 
what they need to do to improve?

Don’t let processes put managers off
W hen I speak to managers about the way they 
write appraisals, I hear a whole load of reasons

why they do things the way they do. It could be 
the process -  maybe it’s online, or focused on the 
outcome, not the discussion -  or even something 
as simple as the shape of the form. If there’s a big 
space for comments in one section, they feel under 
pressure to write and write until it’s full.

My advice is always the same: why not try and 
change those processes or ways of working?

W hen an entire appraisal system’s online, that 
really cuts out conversation time. I’ve spoken with 
managers who just write up reviews and pop them 
on the intranet, and the employees post their self- 
appraisals on the system too. There’s no discussion 
until at a really late stage. And because each side’s 
already put their cards on the table, then that 
discussion’s about the end result, rather than how 
both sides got there. If  that’s the case, why not call 
for change?

Other managers blame the appraisal template 
itself. They say it forces them to write in a certain 
way: to place greater emphasis on outcomes, or 
one point of view, or one type of metric. But a 
template’s just a tool. If it’s not doing the job it 
should do, then it’s time to change it. In fact, I’ve 
worked with managers who did just that -  they 
created a new section if  they needed one, to reflect 
what went on in the review.

Closing the loop
Let me suggest two things to go away and think 
about. First, go and check your management 
development programme, along with any coaching 
or mentoring schemes, and see if you can find 
writing skills support or content in them. Your 
managers could probably do with that training. 
Second, give your friend in H R  a call; look at 
some appraisal forms and see for yourself how 
your managers are writing.

The chances are, you’re holding the start of a 
business case for learning a new skill. TJ

Tips to share with managers 
about writing reviews
• Set it up rig h t -  pu t people at ease in yo u r 

invite.

• Check in, then take note -  ask, 'H ow  do you 
w an t me to  record th is? '

• S teer c lear o f cliches -  you  w o u ld n 't speak like 
tha t, w ou ld  you?

• Be specific  -  then yo u 'll help them  understand 
w hat's  rig h t (and w hat's  not).

•  Use the same language you 'd  use in the  room  
- th e n  there's less chance o f conflic t.
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