
266 christopher j. lake and alexandra luong

Wang, M., Burlacu, G., Truxillo, D., James, K., & Yao, X. (2015). Age differences in feedback
reactions: The roles of employee feedback orientation on social awareness and utility.
Journal of Applied Psychology, 100, 1296–1308. doi:10.1037/a0038334

Whitaker, B. G., Dahling, J. J., & Levy, P. E. (2007). The development of a feedback environ-
ment and role clarity model of feedback-seeking behavior. Journal of Management, 33,
570–591. doi:10.1177/0149206306297581

Zenger, J., & Folkman, J. (2013,March). The ideal praise-to-criticism ratio.Harvard Business
Review. Retrieved from https://hbr.org/2013/03/the-ideal-praise-to-criticism

How Will Getting Rid of Performance Ratings
Affect Managers?
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Amid the debate about getting rid of formal performance ratings, the prac-
tical implications for managers should be carefully considered. Adler et al.
(2016) acknowledged some implications for managers who evaluate their
subordinates with the traditional formal review. However, they do not fully
explore the implications for managers when organizations trade formal
performance reviews for frequent, less-formal performance conversations,
which are a very popular alternative (Meinert, 2015; Rock & Jones, 2015;
Wilkie, 2015). It is possible that organizations will benefit when formal per-
formance reviews are removed; however, upon discussing this issue with a
panel of human resources executives and organizational development prac-
titioners, we were struck by their concern for how abandoning formalized
review procedures would affect managers. This panel represented a wide ar-
ray of industries (healthcare, retail, manufacturing, energy, academia, and
the nonprofit sector), and their organizations used a variety of performance
procedures, including formalized annual reviews and informal performance
conversations. The goal of this commentary is to guide thinking, with the
help of our practitioner-oriented panel, toward some of the obstacles man-
agers may face in having to provide more frequent informal performance
conversations.
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Concern 1: Do Managers Have the Time for Frequent Conversations?
Adler et al. point out that managers spend upward of 200 hours annually
on performance management activities. One may assume that this time
expenditure would decrease if formalized review procedures are dropped.
However, our panelists were concerned that the frequent performance con-
versations that are being substituted may require even more of managers’
time rather than less. Several panelists expressed that their managers are al-
ready stretched thin, and expecting this kind of performance oversight and
feedback would place a heavy burden on managers, potentially drawing fo-
cus away from other important tasks.

For example, at one 24–7 healthcare operation, managers and subordi-
nates often have very little overlap in their schedules.What little face-to-face
time they do have is in public and therefore not conducive to performance
conversations. The scheduling and time burden of annual reviews are dif-
ficult enough; frequent performance conversations would require great re-
structuring of managers’ schedules.

Concern 2: Do Managers Know How To Give Good Feedback?
Many panelists noted that there is a great amount of variability in the
soft skills possessed by managers. Some are quite competent at providing
high-quality communication, delivering feedback, and motivating employ-
ees. However, many of their organizations hire managers for their technical
expertise rather than managerial acumen. Hence, our panelists expressed
concern that many managers would not be able to effectively provide regu-
lar feedback. Relative to the step-by-step procedures involved in a traditional
review, frequent performance conversations allow greatermanagerial auton-
omy over the processes. For managers without the skillset needed to provide
effective feedback, this task can pose role overload, whichmay increase stress
and undermine performance.

The obvious remedy, noted by the panelists, is to provide training to
managers. In the focal article, training costs are noted as a source of expense
associated with traditional formal processes. The nature of the training may
change, but our panelists clearly indicated a continued need for training even
if an organization adopts frequent performance conversations. In fact, the
amount of training may actually increase. As a testament to this, two pan-
elists representing organizations not currently using formalized procedures
said that they have been providing training at corporate learning centers to
help managers give effective feedback.

Concern 3: Will Managers Avoid the Tough Conversations?
A possible advantage of the traditional performance review is that, if
done correctly, poor or mediocre performance must be confronted (or
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at least acknowledged) at some point. In contrast, managers engaging
in performance conversations would have autonomy over if, when, and
how to confront poor performance. Panelists expressed concern that this
autonomy may lead to avoidance of the unpleasant task of delivering neg-
ative feedback. This could play out as managers spending more time engag-
ing with high performers than with lower performers or perhaps by man-
agers discussing only positive elements of performance with employees dur-
ing conversations. Poor performance is probably best confronted as it oc-
curs (Kang, Oah, & Dickinson, 2005), which favors frequent performance
conversations. But this assumes that managers are willing to confront poor
performance in a timely manner; panelists were skeptical that this would
happen.

Managers may also feel a reduced sense of authority if they are not in
charge of evaluative performance ratings. Multiple panelists noted that pay
for performance would not be possible in their organizations if performance
ratings were eliminated. This may fundamentally change the power struc-
ture of the manager–subordinate relationship, leaving managers no way to
monetarily incentivize performance improvements.

Concern 4: Will Managers Take This Seriously?
Media reports point to generally positive reactions to the elimination of
formal performance reviews (Rock & Jones, 2015). One panelist noted
very positive reactions when their organization recently eliminated formal
performance reviews. These reactions may mean that managers think they
are finally “off the hook” for performance management. Quite the opposite,
organizationsmaking these changes are generally askingmanagers to engage
even more frequently and carefully in performance management activities.
Panelists were concerned that managers may not take the new performance
management tasks seriously. One panelist wondered whether managers
would put forth the effort to provide thoughtful and useful feedback to
employees. Panelists cited the importance of rolling out performance review
changes with clear expectations of continued performance management
involvement. Another expressed that this was no different than other
top-down organizational changes and that typical change management
procedures should be followed. For example, there may be some resistance
to change from managers who like or benefit from the traditional review
system.

Another panelist wondered whether there would be any way to ensure
that expected performance conversations were happening regularly. Some
noted that they would probably need an oversight process to ensure that
managers engage in performance conversations with the desired quality and
frequency. This type of accountability could improve the accuracy of the
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conversations (Mero &Motowidlo, 1995). Oversight processesmay be prob-
lematic, though, because they draw additional organizational resources and
make performance management seem bureaucratic, both of which are cited
as problems with traditional performance reviews (Adler et al.).

Panelists pointed to organizational culture as another factor thatmay de-
termine how seriously managers engage in performance conversations with
subordinates. One panelist whose organization does not use formalized pro-
cedures explained that the culture supports empowered managers, quick re-
sponse times, and open communication. Each of these helps to provide an
environment in which managers feel comfortable giving honest feedback in
performance management conversations. Others clearly felt that their cul-
ture would not embrace less-formalized performance conversations. For in-
stance, a panelist representing a healthcare company that employs union-
ized employees was very skeptical that frequent performance conversations
would be effective in that environment. Even if labor union agreements al-
lowed performance ratings to be eliminated, the rigid organizational culture
simply would not allow such an approach to be effective.

Conclusion
Managers are at the heart of the performance management process. Orga-
nizations considering eliminating performance reviews should take careful
consideration of implications for managers in the new processes. The con-
cerns listed here probably do not represent an exhaustive list of concerns.
Although our panel was quite diverse, we expect that the specific nature of
managerial concerns will vary between organizations. Having said that, we
feel that some solutions to the above concerns can be suggested:

� Concern 1: Do Managers Have the Time for Frequent Conversations?
◦ Utilize technology to aid in providing feedback, especially for man-
agers whose work schedules differ from subordinates.

• Concern 2: Do Managers Know How To Give Good Feedback?
◦ Provide training for managers to help them learn how to provide
feedback.

◦ Recruit and select for managers with skills needed to provide high-
quality communication, deliver effective feedback, andmotivate em-
ployees.

• Concern 3: Will Managers Avoid the Tough Conversations?
◦ Promote a culture of trust, openness, and honesty.
◦ Establish a culture in which managers feel supported and protected
when having to provide negative feedback.

• Concern 4: Will Managers Take This Seriously?
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◦ Use change management techniques to overcome any resistance and
encourage investment in new procedures.

◦ Ensure accountability for managers who provide feedback.
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As industrial–organizational (I-O) psychologists and longtime employees,
we have developed and implemented appraisal systems and have been sub-
jected to and have subjected others to appraisals. We have thus viewed
performance appraisals from all angles, seeing the good, the bad, and the
downright ugly. We believe that all of the points discussed by Adler et al.
(2016) about retaining or eliminating performance ratings have merit and
address the realities of the current state of affairs in performance appraisal

Thomas A. Stetz, Department of Public Service, Hawaii Pacific University; Todd L.
Chmielewski, School of Leadership, St. Thomas University.

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to ThomasA. Stetz, Depart-
ment of Public Service, Hawaii Pacific University, Suite 500, 1164 Bishop Street, Honolulu, HI
96813. E-mail: tstetz@hpu.edu

https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2016.9 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://hbr.org/2015/09/why-more-and-more-companies-are-ditching-performance-ratings
https://hbr.org/2015/09/why-more-and-more-companies-are-ditching-performance-ratings
http://www.shrm.org/hrdisciplines/employeerelations/articles/pages/performance-reviews-are-dead.aspx
http://www.shrm.org/hrdisciplines/employeerelations/articles/pages/performance-reviews-are-dead.aspx
mailto:tstetz@hpu.edu
https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2016.9

	The Evolution of Performance Management Practices
	Misunderstandings of the Phenomena of Study
	Theoretical Issues Relevant to Ratingless Reviews
	Rewards Distribution
	Development Focus
	Desensitization of Performance Discussions
	Crowd-Sourced Feedback Effects
	Sensemaking
	Topics Missing in Performance Management Research
	Need for Customization
	Technology and Job Design Issues
	Employee Segmentation

	References
	Strategy 1: Cultivate Supportive Feedback Environments
	Strategy 2: Develop and Foster Employee Coaching Programs
	Strategy 3: Attend to Individual Differences That Shape Feedback Receptivity
	Conclusion
	References
	Concern 1: Do Managers Have the Time for Frequent Conversations?
	Concern 2: Do Managers Know How To Give Good Feedback?
	Concern 3: Will Managers Avoid the Tough Conversations?
	Concern 4: Will Managers Take This Seriously?
	Conclusion
	References
	References
	Performance Appraisal
	A Strengths-Based Alternative to Performance Appraisal
	Strengths-Based Performance Appraisal and Inclusion
	Conclusion
	References
	Do Employees Welcome or Reject Tough Feedback?
	The “Psychological Immune System”
	Bad Is Stronger Than Good
	Building on Strengths
	Appraisal Without the Bad News
	Resolving the Multiple-Rater Problem
	Fitting the Other Pieces of the Human Resource Management Puzzle
	Concluding Thoughts
	References
	Prevalence of Social Comparisons
	Improving Rating Validity via Social Comparisons
	Implications for Performance Appraisal
	Strategic Consideration of Social Comparisons for Employee Development
	References
	Not Everyone Defines Performance Rating or Performance Management the Same Way
	Companies Are Replacing Annual Manager Ratings With Alternative Rating Methods
	Shift Ratings From the Employee-Manager Review to Calibration Sessions
	Evaluate Employees Entirely Based on Goal Accomplishment
	Rate Employees Based on Future Actions Instead of Past Performance

	Allowing Managers to Make Compensation Decisions Without Performance Ratings Is Risky
	It’s Time for Change, but Make Sure It’s the Right Change
	References
	References
	Employee Development
	Administrative Decisions
	Empirically Based Recommendations
	Future Research Directions
	References
	Measurement Issues in Performance Ratings
	Rating Formats
	Rater Training
	Rater (Dis)agreement and the Reliability of Performance Ratings
	Some Additional Considerations
	Conclusion
	References
	The Quality Movement and Performance Ratings
	Ratings Aren’t the Problem
	Sources of Performance Management Problems
	Directions for Improvement
	Make Performance Management Central to Management
	Provide Needed Skills

	References
	Source Effect in Multisource Performance Ratings: Meaningful Variance Versus Bias
	Implications for Validity of Multisource Ratings
	References
	Emerging Scholar 1
	Emerging Scholar 2
	Emerging Scholar 3
	Emerging Scholar 4
	Emerging Scholar 5
	Emerging Scholar 6
	Summary and Conclusions
	References
	Focus on Delivering Value
	Embrace Complexity
	Avoid Bad Habits
	A Way Forward
	References
	Reference
	Why Do We Need To Consider Cultural Values When Managing Performance?
	Cultural Values Influence Performance Management
	Self-Ratings
	Supervisor Ratings
	Peer and Subordinate Ratings
	Future Research Directions
	Conclusions
	References
	Goal Attainment as an Alternative to Performance Ratings
	Two “Disappointing Interventions”
	“Weak Criteria”
	References
	References
	Determining the Impact of Adding Additional Raters
	Conclusion
	References
	References
	Personalization of Performance Appraisal
	Customizing Worker Appraisals

	Performance Appraisal in a Changing World
	Breakdown of Traditional Work Environments
	A Project Approach
	Summary

	References



