A paper on Performance Appraisal – 

Effective tool of torture or one of mutual benefit?

Written by Peter Bodden, Practice Manager in Abbots Langley, Herts

1. Introduction


Before assessing the merits of Performance Appraisal a definition of the concept is given, followed by why appraisal systems exist and, broadly, what their objectives are. The qualities of an effective appraisal system are then described before an assessment of the advantages and disadvantages of the process is given. A conclusion states the case for mutual benefit while not ignoring the potential for a tortuous outcome!

2. Definition
“Performance Appraisal” is the term used to describe a system that enables regular assessment of the performance of individual employees. Such assessments are, normally, carried out by the employee's immediate supervisor/manager and are, normally, recorded on a standard form.

3. Objectives of Performance Appraisal Systems


3.1 The purposes or reasons and therefore the objectives for which appraisal systems are introduced are diverse and vary between employing organisations.

3.2 Consideration of the objectives of systems that are in use illustrates the variety of purposes for which a system is designed to serve.

3.3 It should be noted that these objectives do not apply to all appraisal systems but any particular system is likely to fulfil a combination of the following objectives:-

3.3.1 Probably the most obvious objective is that of assessing the competence of a job holder in carrying out her or his duties. Such assessments will, normally, cover a period of one year. But when an employee has been recently appointed to a job a probationary period is not uncommon, and an appropriate assessment is necessary. Also, if a previous appraisal has produced a poor outcome, it is usual for further appraisals to take place at more frequent intervals.

3.3.2 The outcome of discussions and analysis of performance standards is, often, an agreement to future targets which will be taken into account at the next appraisal thus re-establishing performance standards. 

3.3.3 Below standard performance may occur for various reasons and can be addressed through adequate training. Regular appraisal provides a means of identifying needs which can then be translated into training plans.  

3.3.4 When assessing an employee’s suitability for career progression, most appraisal systems not only allow for consideration of the employee’s current performance but also facilitate judgements regarding the individual’s potential. This information can be used as a basis for a personal development programme.

3.3.5 An appraisal system can contribute to the audit of recruitment and training processes by:-

· Providing evidence of the performance standard of new employees as a guide to the quality of selection procedures and decisions, and

· Indicating if training needs identified at earlier appraisals have been satisfied by adequate training provision.

3.3.6
Some appraisal systems produce assessments which are used in determining reward levels in organisations where “progress” on incremental scales is dependant on assessment according to merit.

3.3.7
A less overt objective is that of creating or adding to an environment for satisfactory workplace relations. The opportunity is there for providing recognition and evidence that an employee is valued and is not being taken for granted.

4. The effective appraisal system

4.1 Whatever the objectives of the appraisal system, the employee will inevitably perceive it as reward-oriented, e.g. in terms of promotion (status and salary), further training (additional skills and potential promotion) or for straightforward reward level determination. Therefore it is important to ensure an effective system is in place because the results may not reflect positive employee (or organisational) performance and the employee must be aware of the process involved and the implications of the results. 

4.2 Does this mean one size fits all? No one system is suitable for every organisation and it is critical that, if it is going to be productive, the system must be compatible with the organisational culture and style that is designed to reflect. The role of Senior Management in the process is also important. They (sic) must be committed to the process and have input into any audits that are carried out. They should also model their behaviour on what is expected of them by managers and employees as a reflection of everyone’s perception that the appraisal system has a key role in the overall process of HR.  

4.3 If it is going to be effective, the system should also meet certain psychological criteria:-

4.3.1 Employees will improve their performance if they are aware of the results of their appraisal and, therefore, feedback on their performance must be adequate.

4.3.2 The objectives that are set must be clearly understood and, above all attainable. If possible they should be quantifiable (Key Performance Indicators - KPIs) but a balance of quality and quantity should be the goal.

4.3.3 If the appraisee is involved in setting the outcome objectives the perception should be that their input is valued and the subsequent ownership reinforced.

4.4 Fortunately, closed systems are rare, i.e. those where there is little or no input from the appraisee and, implicitly their involvement in discussing the outcome(s). This would inevitably lead to anxiety on the appraisee’s part regarding any undisclosed information.

4.5 The emotional “high point” for the appraisee is almost certainly the interview and here the system as much as the individual will be under scrutiny. The appraisee’s input prior to the interview can help alleviate any anxiety through a preparatory questionnaire (see Appendix A). This can be submitted prior to the interview or brought in “cold” by the appraisee. Whichever approach is adopted, it can provide a genuine basis for discussion through the employee’s perceptions of self, the job role and the organisation. 

4.6 The appraiser should open the interview by setting ground rules for the “next half hour......” These can include a statement about confidentiality, what will and will not be recorded and therefore available for inclusion in the outcomes declaration (see Appendix C) and, thus, accessible for reference at a later date.

4.7 An essential part of the system is for the appraisers(s) or person conducting the interview to be appropriately skilled and prepared. Any shortfall in this area will devalue the process no matter how well designed or structured it is.

4.8 Throughout the process it is preferable for both parties to be involved in agreeing and setting the objectives using, for example, the details of a job description as a start point.

4.9 Once the objectives are agreed in the form of, for example, a Personal Development Plan, PDP,  (see Appendix B) each one can be discussed through to agreed actions and time frames. A degree of self-assessment on the part of the appraisee is preferable and can be carried forward from answers to the preparatory questions, and mutually agreed suggestions for action and improvement will lead to a robust development plan.

4.10 In addition, it could be beneficial to include an outcome statement which is signed off by all parties to the appraisal. This statement can summarise or simply refer back to the PDP, but also include qualitative matters not covered by the PDP, e.g. any mirrored or 180 degree outcomes reflecting aspects of the employing organisation that have arisen and that need to be recorded (see Appendix C). This additional step offers an alternative and, arguably, more inclusive conclusion to the process.

4.11 The outcomes are then acted upon during the agreed time span and these details kept in the individual’s employment record. 

4.12 At an agreed point in time prior to the next appraisal, the recorded information from the previous interview and results of action taken are collated and form the basis for that next appraisal.  
  

5. Advantages and disadvantages

5.1 The appraisal system should be perceived as mutually beneficial and the advantages viewed as applying to the employee as well as the organisation.

5.2 For the organisation it is a means by which best practice and associated performance standards of individuals can be encouraged, measured and maintained. The benefits should filter through and be reflected in the performance of the organisation, i.e. quality as well as quantity.

5.3  It can provide a method of identifying staff with the potential for development. This in turn emphasises the value and benefits associated with developing the internal staff resource. It also provides a regular means of identifying training and development needs as well as an input to other systems, such as salary policy.

5.4 For staff, where performance is good, there is a heightened awareness that this is noted and their self-worth enhanced.

5.5 Where unsatisfactory performance is assessed, there is an opportunity to address the issues and agree strategies to overcome them.

5.6 Any disadvantages that arise tend to be with the systems – the way they have been designed and the way they are applied, possibly by untrained people. 

5.7 There can be a general and mutual mistrust of an appraisal system due to, for example, poorly defined KPIs, which in turn leads to errors arising from inaccurate assessment(s).

5.8 Also, some people are wary of the bureaucratic aspect. Form filling and paperwork together can be perceived as self-serving and/or all-consuming. The process can consequently suffer or fail.

6. Conclusion

6.1 There can be little doubt that the proper use of effective appraisal systems can and should be viewed as an essential resource in the HR toolkit of any organsiation.

6.2 They are mutually beneficial, and this perception, and consequent expectation, should be promoted as being consistent with the interests of both employees and the employing organisation.

6.3 Ideally the system should be a continuous process and become synonymous with the organisational culture thus ensuring employees are continuously motivated, not just once a year.

6.4 By applying the system consistently a robust view of employees’ work standards and attitudes can be assessed. Properly used, any faults can be efficiently rectified and more beneficial outcomes can be achieved from effective workforce planning.

6.5 Effective tool of torture? Potentially yes, if in the wrong hands and incorrectly structured! But definitely one of mutual benefit when properly thought through and designed as appropriate to the required objectives and organisational culture. 
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Appendix A

Appraisal – Personal Statement by Appraisee

Name

Date

Appraised by (to be completed at time of appraisal)
Preparation

What particular parts of your job do you enjoy most and which parts interest you most?

What parts of your job do you enjoy least and which interest you least?

How do you feel you have performed the main parts of the job you are responsible for?

Which tasks could have been carried out more effectively or more efficiently?

What prevented you from being more effective in these areas?

What tasks do you feel you have performed particularly well? Why?

Are there any areas of your job you have doubts about or are unclear about?

What help or guidance do you feel you need to do your present job more effectively?

Where do you see your future in say, five years’ time?

Appendix B
Appraisee’s name…………..

Personal Development Plan 20xx/yy
	What are my development needs?
	How will I address them?
	Date by which I plan to achieve the development goal
	Outcome
	Completed

	Example-

To improve my computer skills
	Receive on-the- job guidance from a colleague who has good skills in this area.

Attend a course on the relevant areas or programs


	Immediately or asap

Within 3/6 months
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


Appendix C

Appraisal – Outcome

Name:

Date:

Appraised by:

1.


2.


3.



4.



5.

6.

Signed







Date:
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