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Introduction

Read this ebook and become
an appraisal expert
Businesses succeed or fail because of their people – the most
important resource a business has. Once you’ve found and
hired the right people, you naturally want them to thrive.
One of the most important factors in well-being at work is the
employee/manager relationship. In a frequently quoted Gallup
study workers were asked why they left their jobs. In 75% of
the cases the interviewees answered that the reasons for
leaving were ones that could be influenced by their managers.
Appraisals should provide time for the employee and the
manager to sit down and have a constructive conversation.
The time spent itself is valuable as long as both parties are
committed and seriously interested in developing themselves
and their relationship.

What’s the situation like in your business?
Do you know how well appraisals are run in your organisation?
If you know and trust that everything is working brilliantly –
well done! In case you’re not absolutely sure how appraisals
are going and whether the results are reported accurately,
this book should prove useful.
We designed this eBook as guidance for HR personnel looking
for ways to support managers in running better appraisals.
As we recognise the importance of good leadership, we also
wanted to support managers in running appraisals and included tips for them as well. The book provides actionable advice
on how to organise appraisals on an individual and company
level.
The end goal is to improve the well-being and productivity of
your people.
And that’s why appraisals matter
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Appraisals as a tool for
building motivation

and engaging employees and managers alike

Every modern organisation is interested in the performance
of their employees and typically runs appraisals in some form
to support and develop performance. Normally, the frequency
of appraisals is low: according to a survey carried out by the
Society for Human Resource Management, 72% of businesses
run appraisals only once a year.
In the same study, only 2% of employees gave their company
the highest grade for performance management. In general,
employees are not happy with how organisations are managing performance development and assessment.
That dissatisfaction can be tackled though. Another study
showed that those employees, whose managers held regular
meetings, are three times more likely to be satisfied with their
jobs.
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Appraisals help you maintain a good Employeemanager relationship
The prerequisite to a great appraisal is a manager who is interested in the well-being of their team members i.e. a manager
who is engaged and forward-looking.
Great appraisals help deepen the relationships between your
employees and managers. Like all tools, it takes a little practice to use appraisals correctly.
The goal of an appraisal is for the employee and manager to
have an open discussion. Both parties should feel confident
and positive about sharing and receiving feedback.

In its simplest form, an appraisal can consist of the following
discussion topics:
•
•
•
•
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How motivated is the person?
What is the person most interested in working with?
What is going well and what could be improved?
What’s the plan for developing the person’s skills in the 		
next six months and how can the manager support the plan?
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The goal for every appraisal should be that your people feel
positive about their development, know the areas where they
need to develop, and have visibility regarding the necessary
steps to take in order to advance their careers – if that’s want
they want.
In practice though, managers often look for structure for their
discussions. Structured questions and forms – which we will
discuss in more detail later on – also benefit organisations, as
they provide much needed data to support decisions regarding strategy, training, recruitment and investments. A good
HR system enables you to move smoothly between individual,
team and company levels to for example compare skills and
development between different teams and possibly even
enable predictive analytics and strategic planning.
Data collection should however always be a secondary goal.
Your main goal is a thriving and productive organisation.
This is achieved by improving employee-manager relationships.
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What else can you expect to gain from a systematic
appraisal approach?
Increased motivation

By organising forward-looking appraisals, managers help their
team members identify career paths as well as develop their
skills and strengths in order to take the next career step.

Sense of progression

Setting goals and monitoring them in the long-term provides
structure and visibility into an individual’s career. Being able to
see and track your own career progression and skill development helps in staying motivated.

Organisational insights

Appraisals can be used to identify why some teams are working better than others. Is there something in the behaviour or
ways of working other teams could learn from? Appraisals also
help assess whether your organisation has the necessary skills
to execute the chosen business strategy.

Alignment with strategy

Appraisals are an excellent opportunity to ensure that people
see their own work in light of the organisation’s overall strategy. Transparency and motivation increase as people learn to
connect their individual goals with the company’s overall targets.

Now we know why appraisals should matter in your organisation. So why not have a look at how to organise a successful
appraisal next?

To find out more about inspiration, motivation and how to
bring your team together with a sense of direction, have a look
at our ebook Coaching as an HR Tool.
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The building blocks
of a good appraisal

In this brief chapter, we’ll look at the formula behind a superb
appraisal, as keeping the criteria in mind helps in planning a
process where the criteria are met.

Individual
A good appraisal needs to be personal. Manager need to show authentic
interest in every team member and run the appraisal accordingly to each
individual’s unique needs. As different people and different job roles have
different requirements, appraisal process needs to flexible to take that
individuality into account.

Consistent

Fair

While studies show that people
appreciate frequent conversations, a good appraisal at a set
time each year is better than a
haphazard talk every now and
then. Employees should know
what to expect from the
appraisal, whether it’s run once
a year or once a week.

It’s surprisingly common for
managers to give similar values
to almost everyone, which can be
detrimental for your data quality.
Also, managers rating tendencies
tend to differ: some are harsh
and some lenient. Take these into
account.

Discussion-driven

Forward-looking

Employees thoughts and
suggestions should truly be
heard, and they should drive
the whole conversation. An
appraisal is not a one-way
feedback session, where the
manager reviews past
performance based on a
never-ending list of questions.
There should be room for open
feedback and cheering both
ways.

At the end of the day, an
appraisal should always be a
starting point for something new.
An appraisal is successful, when
an individual sees the next
ambitious yet achievable level
that they should build their
skills and career towards.
Managers should thus direct the
conversation towards future
development, not just past
performance.

That’s it.
Keeping these five building blocks in mind, let’s look at how
you can build an appraisal process for your organisation.
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How to build

A successful appraisal
process
While every appraisal is different, we listed the most crucial
steps to organise a strategic appraisal process for your organisation.

STEP 1: Analyse the current state
Before setting up or modifying an appraisal process, it’s important to know where your organisation is right now.

Information you should try to uncover:

• How happy are your people with the appraisals at the
moment?
• How often are appraisals typically run?
• What is the structure/form that the appraisals are
following if any?
• What are the results that managers are reporting?
Are they consistent?

There are a few ways to uncover this information. If your
organisation is using an HR system, see what kind of data has
been collected in it.
If you do not have one, ask your managers and employees.

STEP 2: Trouble-shoot. Repeat.
Your planning will naturally depend on the findings of your
current state analysis. The key question to ask yourself is how
can I improve the relationships between managers and employees in my organisation? What kind of support can you give
to managers and employees?
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Some typical problems and quick solutions
The satisfaction rating of your appraisals is low.
If this is the case, you should quickly determine why. Is it timing, structure or incompatibility between employees and managers? Does your process take into account individual differences between employees? Do employees have enough say in
the conversations? Do they feel that they can really have a say
in their work?
Compare data: are there some groups that are more satisfied than others. What are they doing differently? Whatever
answers you find, remember to follow-up on whether your
changes worked.

Your managers are not organising appraisals often
enough.
Educate your managers and offer alternatives to lengthy annual appraisals. Show them the benefits of a good appraisal:
what´s in it for them and how does it help their work? See
whether a manager has too many team members. Set up a
process for sending reminders and follow-ups.

You are not getting enough useful overall
information from the appraisals.
Redesign your appraisal form and educate managers on how
to use it correctly. Provide a clear definition of what each
score indicates. More information on the appraisal form can be
found in chapter 4. However, if people are generally satisfied
with appraisals, you should be careful not to break them with
a rigid form.

Now that your process is clear, let’s have a look at what kind
of data you can get from appraisals to help in decisionmaking.
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Use appraisal data to

Support managers and
business decisionmakers
Though all organisations are different, studies indicate that
the topperforming teams share some universal features. For
example, a Gallup study showed that teams with employees
strongly agreeing with the statement “At work, I have the
opportunity to do what I do best every day” were 44% more
likely to earn high customer satisfaction scores, 50% more
likely to have low employee turnover, and 38% more likely to
be productive.
Uncovering what separates your best performing teams and
people is easier if your appraisals are designed to collect unified data. You don’t need a long list of questions for this.
In fact, just three to six questions or statements might be
enough.

Remember that your overall goal is to engage
the team leader and employee in an honest
and productive discussion. Do not restrict this
conversation with a lengthy, rigid form that
team leaders are forced to follow.
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The contents of a basic appraisal discussion form
The person’s strengths

The majority of the discussions should be around the person’s
strengths. How are they able to utilise their strengths in their
work? How can they further develop their strengths? If this
is the first appraisal, you might start with a listing of their
strengths.

Goals for the future

Next, the idea is to set objectives or goals. What should the
persons try to achieve in a set period of time? The objectives
should be tangible: in the next appraisal you need to able to
clearly determine whether the objective was met or not. It’s
also a good idea to discuss how the objectives are related to
the company’s overall goals.

Action points

Action points should be tied to these objectives. What are the
actions required to reach each objective? Perhaps the person
needs a need project or some additional training? Each objective is likely to have more than one action point. Note that an
action point can also be to stop doing something that they are
currently doing. What are the first steps?

Outcomes

Finally, you’ll want to know about the outcomes. Were the
objectives met and if yes, what were the results? What does
success look like?

Strengths, objectives, action points and outcomes
are the basic ingredients of an appraisal form.
Naturally, these should all be open questions.
Would you like to use these instructions in action – within your own company?
Download a free pdf template for appraisals to use at your next development
discussion!
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How to build your own appraisal template for
data collection
To form an overall analysis of the well-being of your teams,
people and business, it’s good to have structured data collected from multiple-choice questions.
Ultimately, you should formulate the questions based on the
information your business needs. Here are some tried and
tested statements that should be helpful in assessing the state
of your organisation. As said before, there’s no need to include
all of these questions. Feel free to pick the ones that work for
you.
On a scale of 1–5 (1 strongly disagree–5 strongly agree),
rate the following statements:

Individual

• I have the chance to use my strengths every day
• I have a clear career path in this organisation
• I feel rewarded for the work that I do

Teamwork

• My colleagues are committed to doing quality work
• My colleagues help me develop my own skills
• My colleagues make my own work easier

Organisation

• The mission/vision of our organisation inspires me
• Our organisation is well prepared for any future changes in
our business

And that’s it. Your appraisal form doesn’t have to be any more
complex than this, as these questions will already provide
plenty of data and your form will not hinder the free flow between manager and employee.

Rating people has no value itself.
It’s ultimately all about giving and
receiving feedback.
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The debate between

Agile and traditional
appraisals
As was mentioned in chapter one, 72% of businesses hold
appraisals only once a year. This long-term approach has its
benefits: planning is easier, and the process is clear and predictable. Typically, goals are set at the beginning of the year
and progress evaluated a year later.
The problem with an annual evaluation is that as studies indicate, people are actually quite unreliable at assessing the performance of others. An annual appraisal is therefore a surprisingly unreliable source of assessing performance.
Over the last decade or so, more and more companies have
moved towards an agile performance appraisal culture. Agile
appraisals typically stand for appraisals held at frequent intervals. In some cases, discussions can even be held weekly,
where the length of a conversation is typically a lot shorter
than 30 minutes.
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What can you expect to benefit from agile
Performance appraisals?
Managers

HR

The manager will be fully aware
of what the employee is working
with at any time and able to
assist if any help is needed. When
discussions are held frequently,
it’s also much easier to focus
each discussion on what is
important right now. There’s
less need for a larger structure
to drive conversion or lengthy
preparations.

The HR department will receive
constant information regarding
the wellness of your people.
Also, when managers and
employees constantly meet
and discuss, there’s less need
to track whether appraisals are
held. Appraisals become a part
of the weekly routine.

Employees

The organisation

Support will be close by for
every employee: small wins can
be celebrated instantly, and any
issues or troubles can be dealt with
before they escalate. Long-termgoals can be broken down into
manageable chunks, which makes
achieving them and monitoring
progress much easier.

Needless to say, an agile
approach will increase the
understanding between
managers and employees. And
as previously mentioned, studies
show that this intimacy leads
to increased productivity and
improved performance.

Thinking about agility?
Start small: maybe with just one team
and see how it works.
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Conclusion

Use appraisals to increase
understanding between
managers and team members
In order to maximise the well-being and performance of your
people, it’s good to review how appraisals are run in your organisation and compare that with other successful organisations. The main lesson to learn from large organisational studies is that the closer the relationship between managers and
employees, the better the organisation performs.
They also indicate that short check-ins improve and deepen
the relationship between managers and their team members
rather than lengthy and rare discussions.
It takes time to build a culture where team leaders and their
team members are constantly sharing feedback but that really
is the best way to keep your people involved and engaged.
After all, appraisals help in finding what your people are best
at, focusing their work towards fully using their strengths and
helping them improve their skills.

Top tips to take home
• Your number one objective should be a free flow of feedback
between managers and employees
• Create a structure for appraisals that lets people talk about
their strengths, set goals and action points as well as follow
up on outcomes
• It’s better to keep appraisals short and organise them
frequently

Would you like to use these instructions in action –
within your own company?
Download a free pdf template for appraisals
to use at your next development discussion!
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If you have any concerns or questions, we at Sympa
are always here to talk.
And when you’re ready to introduce HR-transforming
technology, we can sit down and show you exactly what
Sympa can do using your own data – so you’ll have a
sneak preview of how it would work in real life.

sympa.com

