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| was recently contacted by a Learning and Development specialist in Boston city government who had
been asked to provide a one-hour training session to managers on writing performance appraisals. He
wanted to know what | would do in his shoes. There ensued an exchange that sheds some light on
reframing performance appraisal, particularly the roles of the manager and those being appraised by
that manager. Here is my response to his inquiry:

“What | would do in your shoes is recommend that they do what | did for many years —in the Navy
and in the private sector: | had the people reporting to me write their own performance reviews,
including any numerical rating. | would then review the appraisals they had written and make notes
to myself regarding areas where | thought they were being overly harsh on themselves and where
they had left out some obvious good things to say about their performance. | would then edit the
performance reviews to reflect my changes as well as my spelling and grammatical preferences.
This edited version is what the person and | would review at the performance review sessions.

“What | did cut way down on the amount of writing | had to do and provided ample opportunity for
the employees to have abundant input to their performance appraisal, including the number. |
don’t recall ever having to lower a rating and | don’t recall ever having to add negative comments.
The employees were a bit surprised the first time they encountered this reversal of roles but took to
it very quickly. They were invariably much harder on themselves than | would have been and | had
some wonderful conversations with them about why they were being so hard on themselves and
why they so often overlooked their positive contributions. In short, | got to be the good guy. My
writing workload was cut way down and the performance review sessions were invariably pleasant
and profitable instead of being trying and tortuous.”

“The shift here is one of making the manager the audience for the appraisal and the employee the
author. In fact, | would title the one-hour session, “From Author to Audience.” In it | would describe
this shift on the part of managers from authoring performance appraisals to being the audience for
them. | would also describe and discuss the process for using it as well as any concerns they might
have related to how their direct reports might respond and what, if anything, HR might say. | used
this approach for many years and never once ran afoul of HR because the final version of the
appraisal met HR’s requirements and carried both signatures. The employees were happy to sign it,
so was |, and so was HR.”

Here is his response to me:

“Hi, Fred, thank you for taking the time to respond. | really appreciate you sharing your process for
how you conducted performance appraisals. The ‘From Author to Audience’ perspective is a
brilliant re-frame of the traditional way managers normally engage with direct reports. This
perspective is a great way to pivot within the normal forms of performance management — which |
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imagine creates a different kind of exchange within the review process — more inclusive,
empowering, dynamic and relevant to all parties. Thank you, Fred!”

It is worth emphasizing that this “reframing” of the performance appraisal writing process significantly
reduces the writing workload on managers while retaining their responsibility for and ability to shape
the finished document. At the same time, it also affords the employee being appraised ample
opportunity to shape that same document and does not add significantly to the employee’s workload;
after all, the employee must write only one appraisal. And that is all that managers should have to
write; namely, their own.
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