
The Art of the 
Performance Review:
How to Write Appraisals

If the thought of conducting a performance 
appraisal fills you with apprehension, you are 
not alone! 

At many companies, performance review 
time is dreaded by managers and employees 
alike. But properly established evaluation 
processes can make the difference between 
a high-performing organization and a 
mediocre one. 
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Purpose of Performance Reviews
Performance reviews provide multiple benefits to managers and employees, as well as to the company as a 
whole. 

Benefits to Managers
• Having a formalized performance appraisal process provides an opportunity to both recognize 

outstanding performance and provide notice of performance that is lacking. 
• They allow managers to establish goals to push employee performance even higher. 
• They demonstrate the company’s commitment to continual improvement and, through the standards 

and goals that are set, they show employees what the organization truly values.  
• Appraisals provide documentation of employee performance that can be invaluable when making 

promotional decisions.
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Benefits to Employees
• A performance review provides clear direction on how an employee is doing and what they need to do 

to improve. 
• They define and explain employee responsibilities, communicate the criteria on which they will be 

evaluated, and offer specific steps employees can take to rectify any issues. 
• Appraisals provide an opportunity for employees to set goals for the future, and learn what they need 

to do to advance within the company, if so desired.
• Performance reviews ensure at least periodic feedback, the lack of which is an often-cited reason for 

employee dissatisfaction and turnover. 

Benefits to the Organization

The most valuable benefit performance reviews provide is that they spur organization-wide improvement. 

This is a well-known adage, meaning that simply 
by paying attention to something, it tends to 
improve. Performance reviews make clear to all 
parties what needs to be paid attention to, and 
this greatly increases the likelihood of 
improvement. 
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The Performance Review Process
Even for companies that recognize the importance of these appraisals, it can still be a challenge to get 
managers to do what they need to do. Frequently, the reason for the resistance is simply that managers do 
not know how to go about writing the review. This guide is intended to help clarify the necessary steps so that 
your organization can reap the benefits of an effective performance review system.

Determine the work to be performed by each position within the company.
• The first step in the process is to identify exactly what the position in question is supposed to be 

accomplishing. Job descriptions are a valuable tool, but these documents are often not updated as 
processes, technology, and equipment change. 

• Use the job description as a guide, but make sure you also consider other duties that may not be 
included in the written description. 

Establish Performance Standards.

Once you know what the job is responsible for, the next step is determining how well you expect the key 
duties to be completed. This process of setting performance standards is the key to ensuring consistent, 
accurate reviews. After all, if you aren’t clear what constitutes average or superior performance, how can the 
employees know what to strive for? 

• You don’t need standards for every task the position is responsible for; choose those that are most 
critical to the overall goals of the organization. While a receptionist may be responsible for sorting mail, 
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it is his or her ability to courteously greet and assist visitors that will have a greater impact on the 
success of the company.

• When setting performance standards, remember to make them SMART – specific, measurable, 
achievable, relevant and time-bound. For example, if one of the position’s duties is to complete a 
monthly sales report, the standard might be that the reports must be submitted by 5:00 pm on the last 
day of each month, with zero misspelled words and with all financial data in balance with the regional 
sales summary. 

• If you have trouble determining what the standards should be, think about those traits that differentiate 
high-performing employees from the rest of the pack. Think about the specific things that the high-
performers do that the low-performers don’t, and set your standards accordingly. Frequently when 
asked what they want out of an employee, the manager will say that the employee should “do a good 
job”. By establishing performance standards, you will be defining what “a good job” means to your 
organization in relation to each position.

Certainly, it will take some time to identify the performance measures you want to use to evaluate each 
position within the organization. 

No longer will each manager need to come up with 
evaluation points – every manager within the 
organization will use the same standards, so that 
outstanding performance under one manager is 
comparable to outstanding performance under another 
manager.
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Monitor and Evaluate Employees.

Once the performance standards are established, it is easy to apply the standards to each employee and rate 
them accordingly. And if managers know ahead of time the things they will be rating each of their 
subordinates on, they will know what to watch for throughout the year. 

• Observe your employees. Don’t just assume everyone is doing what they are supposed to be doing; 
follow up to make sure.

• Take notes during the year, to avoid the “halo/horns” effect, in which a manager evaluates the entire 
performance based solely on one good or bad thing the employee has done, and the “recency” effect, 
where only the last few weeks are evaluated. Keeping track of remarkable occurrences throughout the 
year, good or bad, will help the manager remember at review time and evaluate appropriately. 

Provide Feedback.

With the groundwork laid, it is now time to write the actual appraisal. When completing this step, the most 
important thing it to be truthful.

• Telling an employee all is well when it is not is a recipe for disaster. Not only will the employee remain 
unaware of any performance deficiencies, but it could set the company up for legal trouble, should you 
later need to terminate for poor performance. The use of performance standards makes it much easier 
to evaluate objectively, as there will be specific expected behaviors that the employee either did or did 
not do. 

• Be honest, but respectful, focusing on the behavior and/or outcome and not what you perceive to be 
the reasons behind the outcome. Rather than stating that an employee has a bad attitude or doesn’t 
care about the job, note the specific behaviors you observed that led you to this conclusion. For 
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example, you might say that in the past year, the employee has received five complaints from 
customers for being rude.

• Avoid using terms such as “always” or “never”, unless there have truly been no exceptions to the 
behavior during the performance period. Instead of saying that the employee is never on time to 
meetings, you might say that they were late for ten out of twelve meetings during the past year. This 
statement is factual, assuming it is true, while the previous statement may be interpreted differently by 
different people.  

• Whenever possible, address issues in a positive manner. If an employee’s performance has improved of 
late, be sure to mention it, even if the overall rating for the particular category is still less than ideal.

• Avoid evaluating an employee based on personal feelings about that individual and instead evaluate the 
actual job performance. Again, the use of pre-established performance standards will help ensure 
objectivity.  

• Be prepared. If you know an evaluation will be difficult to present, practice ahead of time.  
• Don’t be afraid to differentiate between high and low performers as it is highly unlikely that all 

employees perform at the same level. Rating everyone the same will defeat the purpose of the review – 
top employees will feel unappreciated and low performers will believe they are doing just fine. 

• Consider requiring employees to complete a self-assessment prior to the performance review meeting. 
Seeing how the employee perceives his or her own performance can be an eye-opener, and can also 
sometimes bring to light issues the manager was unaware of or had overlooked.  
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Develop an Action Plan for Improvement 

Finally, remember that the reason for doing the review in the first place is to help the employee improve his or 
her performance. 

• The review must, of course, evaluate the employee’s performance up to that point, but to be effective, 
it must also look forward. Rather than lingering on past performance, put the primary focus on the 
future. 

• With the employee’s input, establish clear goals for the upcoming review period, along with milestone 
dates to review progress. Use the performance standards as a baseline of what must be done, but 
don’t limit your goals to these items. 

• Ask the employee what their own goals are. For example, you may be surprised to learn that a line 
employee wants to get into supervision, but with this knowledge, you can now help him or her work 
towards this goal. 

• If there is additional training or education needed, make the completion of these programs a part of the 
performance goals.  
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Summary

An effective performance appraisal system can help an organization accomplish its strategic goals by 
ensuring all parties have a clear understanding of what is expected of them. Research has shown that 
organizations that focus on performance-enhancement consistently outperform those that do not employ 
these tactics.  Performance reviews are truly the basis on which performance excellence is built. And while 
conducting performance appraisals may never be a favorite activity of managers, the implementation of the 
proper steps will transform it into a less-feared, more effective process.  
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