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Characteristics of Effective Performance Reviews 

What Makes a Performance Review Effective/Ineffective? 
Reflect on your experience with both good and bad performance reviews. What are 
the factors that contribute to a positive and productive review? What causes a review 
to go badly?  

Work with two or three people around you to identify characteristics of both the good 
and the bad/ugly performance review . . .  

Characteristics that Enabled a “Good” 
Performance Review 

Characteristics that Led to a “Bad” or 
“Ugly” Performance Review 
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Ten Characteristics of Fearless Reviews 
Effective performance reviews are effective as a result of a conscious effort to design 
the review in such a way that the resulting Performance Coaching Conversation 
facilitates important insights in both the employee and the coach. 

An effective performance review is . . . 

1. _____________ looking. 

2. More _______________________ than evaluative. 

3. Focused on ___________________ in performance behaviors and outcomes. 

4. Anchored to “Great Performance” ______________ and goals that are 
defined early in the performance cycle. 

5. _______________-centered — the employee should take the lead in assessing 
his or her own performance and in creating an improvement plan. 

6. _______________ — conducted as often as necessary to keep performance on 
track and getting it back on track if and when problems occur. 

7. Conversational and ___________________ and leading to a shared understanding 
vs. highly structured, formal, and focused on filling in the “form.” 

8. Based upon a Mutual _________________ Mindset vs. a Unilateral Control 
Mindset. 

9. Objective and ________-based — using observable and countable behaviors and 
results as its foundation. 

10. _________________________ . . . both the employee and the coach have 
learned something about themselves and each other that they otherwise 
wouldn’t have known and which enables each to perform at a higher level in 
respect to each other following the review. 
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Seven Reasons Why Performance 
Reviews Create Fear 

Why do People Fear Reviews (whether giving or receiving)? 

Too often the traditional performance review is approached with anxiety and dread 
by both supervisors and employees. Some of the most common reasons why both 
parties in a review tend to fear them is because . . .  

1. It feels as though there is a lot at _______________. Our reputation, status, 
professional credibility, career future, bonus, and job security can all hinge on 
this crucial conversation. 

2. The process feels overly ___________________. It’s uncomfortable to have 
your worth or value being “judged” by another person and, if you are doing the 
judging, you may not feel fully informed or qualified to do so. 

3. The process sometimes raises uncomfortable _______________. A mistake 
someone makes is pointed out. An oversight is exposed. A decision made results in 
a less than desirable outcome. All of these suggest that we are only human, but 
none of us wants to make mistakes or be exposed by others as less than perfect. 

4. People may feel “________________” for a problem — whether they were the 
cause or not. Blame never really moves any conversation toward a positive 
outcome. While it might get people’s attention, it usually just results in 
defensiveness and denial. When people feel blamed they tend to go under cover. 

5. People aren’t ________________ at it. It’s actually quite rare for someone to 
sit us down and teach us how to either give or receive feedback gracefully or 
effectively. And, because people aren’t very skilled at it, they don’t know how to 
start such conversations or how to navigate them toward constructive outcomes. 

6. There’s too much ____________________. Too often reviews are filled with 
surprises that catch both the employee and manager off-guard. If reviews occur 
only once or twice a year or if the relationship between the players is strained, 
this is even more likely to occur. Each party may be anxious and fearful because 
of not knowing what might come up during the review. 

7. People feel a loss of __________________. Performance reviews often create 
situations (due to the issues cited above) where one or both parties to the review 
feel that their ability to maintain control over their work life or future is likely to 
be impaired. 



The Unilateral Control Mindset: A Fear-Inducing Strategy 
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· Better communication 
and understanding.

· Root causes of 
challenges/difficulties are 
identified.

· Stronger and healthier 
relationships.

· Greater trust.

· Lower interpersonal 
conflict.

· Greater compassion.

· Better results (e.g., 
productivity and 
performance).

· Deeper and more 
meaningful 
conversations.

· Mutual learning.

· Share all relevant information.

· Identify and test assumptions and 
inferences.

· Suspend judgment.

· Share my reasoning and intent and 
inquire into others’ reasoning, 
intentions, perspective, knowledge, 
and experience.

· Listen for understanding.

· Focus on interests not positions.

· Develop shared meaning — of key 
words, concepts, ideas, events, 
decisions, and actions.

· Share decision making and action 
planning.

· See the parts, understand the whole.

· Use critical reflection to examine my 
deeply held beliefs and behavioral 
patterns.

· I have something to learn 
from others in this 
relationship/situation.

· I have information, 
knowledge, and experience 
that I bring to this 
relationship — and so does 
the other person.

· People are able to make free 
and informed choices when 
they receive all relevant 
information.

· There are many right 
answers to any problem or 
challenge.

· Giving up control increases 
a person’s influence.

· Empathy is a bridge to 
understanding.

· Differences provide 
opportunities for insight and 
learning.

· People are doing their best 
to act with integrity—given 
their circumstances.

·

·

·

·

·

 

The Mutual Learning Mindset: A Winning Approach 

[From: Ultimate Performance Management, by Jeffrey and Linda Russell, ASTD Press, 2009] 



Values and Behaviors for Mutual Learning 
Governing Values 

• Valid Information — All relevant information is shared so that everyone understands what 
they need to know in order to make a . . . 

• Free and Informed Choice — People make their independent decisions based upon valid 
information, not on pressure . . . which enables them to have . . . 

• Internal Commitment to Decisions — Individuals take responsibility for the decisions that 
they participate in . . . based upon . . . 

• Transparency — Individuals feel comfortable with open, honest, and direct 
communication with no “hidden agendas” or undiscussables . . . which is best done with . . . 

• Empathy — Individuals have compassion for others and differing viewpoints and a genuine 
interest in understanding another’s perspective. 

Enacting Behaviors 
1. Share all relevant information — People can only make informed choices or decisions 

when they have all of the information they need. This requires us to actively participate 
in dialogue with each other to say what we’re thinking and what we know. Sharing all 
relevant information also involves saying “I don’t have an opinion” or “I don’t have 
anything to add to the discussion” rather than remaining silent (and causing people to 
wonder if we are sharing all relevant information). 

2. Identify and test assumptions and inferences — When you observe others making 
statements, taking actions, and making decisions, don’t make assumptions about what 
you speculate are their intentions/motivations. This enacting behavior first involves you 
identifying when you are making an assumption or inference and then testing the 
assumption or inferences directly by asking the other person for more information.  

3. Suspend judgment — In our normal conversations we tend to make quick value 
judgments about what others have said or done. We view others’ statements or actions 
as good, bad, right, wrong, foolish, bold, brutish, bullying, caring, and so forth often 
without hard data behind our conclusions. With the mutual learning mindset, we test out 
our assumptions and suspend our judgments about others. By suspending judgments, we 
put our judgments on hold—putting enough distance between our judgments and 
ourselves to free us from having to act upon or be influenced by them. 

4. Share your reasoning and intent and inquire into others’ reasoning, intentions, 
perspective, knowledge, and experience — This enacting behavior enables others to see 
how you reached the conclusions and judgments you did and to then explore areas of 
your reasoning where they reasoned differently. When you explain to others why you 
think the way you do about something or why you made the statement you did, it enables 
them to better understand the basis for your words and actions and your purpose or 
reasons for doing something. The second half of this behavior involves actively inquiring 
into others’ reasoning, intent, perspective, etc. When you genuinely inquire into others’ 
reasoning, intentions, etc. you are able to better understand and appreciate what lies 
behind others’ words and actions. Mutual learning naturally evolves from the rich 
dialogue that emerges from this sharing of reasoning and intentions and an appreciation 
of divergent experience and backgrounds. 

© 2011, Russell Consulting, Inc. www.RussellConsultingInc.com  6  



5. Listen for understanding — The Mutual Learning Mindset depends upon the skill of 
reflective listening with a focus on understanding and appreciating another’s perspective. 
Reflective listening involves listening to what lies behind the words of others and then 
“mirroring” and paraphrasing what is learned back to the speaker in such a way that 
demonstrates your understanding. Reflective listening enables the speaker to confirm or 
disconfirm what you heard . . . leading to a deeper understanding of what the other was 
saying/thinking. 

6. Focus on interests, not positions — Rather than focusing on positions (which we tend to 
defend and hold), focus on better understanding and sharing your interests and exploring 
the interests of others. Our interests reflect the underlying needs and desires we have in 
a given situation. When we focus on interests it is far easier to find a solution. When, 
however, we focus on positions, we tend to defend and protect these positions — which 
profoundly limits understanding, agreement, and learning. 

7. Develop shared meaning of key words, concepts, ideas, events, decisions, and actions 
— Creating a shared meaning and understanding around specific dates, times, places, and 
key words ensures that relevant information is available to all and enables people to 
make free and informed decisions and choices. When we have a shared understanding of 
key events and decisions we are more able to have an informed discussion on the issues 
before us. When we agree on the meaning of key terms (e.g., quality, learning, 
consensus, conflict, opportunity, etc.) we work from a shared understanding of the 
word/idea vs. drawing different meanings of these words and going off in different 
directions. 

8. Share decision making and action planning — When we act unilaterally we attempt to 
impose “our way” onto others. Mutual learning involves working with others to jointly 
decide on what will happen and how to implement the decision. So, rather than imposing 
our way of thinking, we share our own ideas about next steps (and our reasoning behind 
them) and then invite others to share their thoughts (and the supporting reasoning). 
Based upon this valid information, we can then make informed choices on what to do 
next. 

9. See the parts, understand the whole — By gathering all valid information in a given 
situation we can appreciate the pieces to the puzzle and make an informed choice about 
what to do next. Mutual learning, however, moves beyond just the parts to see the larger 
context and the fabric of the whole. People are moved to make decisions and take 
actions in their lives based upon the pieces and the whole. By understanding the whole 
vs. just looking at the parts, we can begin to appreciate why people do what they do. 
The larger context of their lives is as much responsible for their decisions and actions as 
a specific event or circumstance. When we see things holistically we tend to be more 
empathetic and understanding toward others and, therefore, more open to their 
experience, perspective, insights, and so forth. 

10. Use critical reflection to examine deeply held beliefs, and behavioral patterns — 
Critical reflection is the capacity to think deliberately about something in such a way 
that our underlying beliefs are open to challenge and change. Socrates once said that “an 
unexamined life is not worth living.” He challenges us to critically examine our deeply 
held beliefs and behavioral patterns in such a way that we (1) are aware of their power 
and role in our life and (2) are then able to entertain and explore alternative beliefs and 
behaviors that may be more facilitative of understanding and learning. 
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The Performance Coaching Conversation: 
An Employee-Centered Process 
1. The employee is responsible for his or her own performance. The manager or 

coach plays a facilitative role in guiding an employee around the Great 
Performance Management Cycle but, fundamentally, the employee is the one 
who has to “own” this. 

2. The employee’s ownership/responsibility for performance includes conducting a 
self-assessment of his or her own performance. 

3. The manager independently conducts his or her own analysis of the employee’s 
performance. This pre-work is essential to ensure that the manager considers and 
is aware of performance strengths, performance gaps, potential causes of 
performance problems, and has identified goals for continuation, improvement, or 
new performance directions. 

4. The manager assists the employee in preparing for the Performance Coaching 
Conversation by asking the employee to consider the following: (these are the 
core questions) 

1. What’s going well in your job? What are you proud of? What are your 
accomplishments? 

2. What isn’t going well? What is frustrating you? Where are you failing to 
meet your own expectations? 

3. Why is/isn’t it going well? What are the likely causes of performance 
success and performance problems? 

4. What changes/improvements could you make to enhance your job 
performance? What actions can you take to address performance areas that 
aren’t going well? 

5. How can I best help you achieve your performance goals? What can I do 
more or less of to support your performance/performance improvement? 

5. At the beginning of the performance coaching conversation the manager invites 
the employee to present his/her analysis first — explaining why he or she wants 
the employee to go first. If the employee agrees, he or she starts with “What’s 
going well?” The manager reinforces the employee’s self-assessment — and adds 
his/her own perspective and additional strengths/areas for improvement. 

6. If appropriate, the manager completes the final performance review form 
following the performance coaching conversation — providing an opportunity for 
the manager to gain additional insights/perspective that resulted from the 
performance coaching conversation. 

[From: Ultimate Performance Management, by Jeffrey and Linda Russell, ASTD Press, 2009] 
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An Employee-Centered Approach  
 

A.
Prepare for the 
Conversation 

B.
Prepare the 

Employee for the 
Conversation 

C.
Conduct the 
Conversation

E.
Follow-Up and 

Monitor Progress

D.
Come to Mutual 

Agreement

Employee

 

 

 

 

 



Performance Coaching Competencies 
Reflect upon the Mutual Learning Mindset and the Performance Coaching Conversation that 
we’ve explored in this workshop. Identify the core competencies that should be developed in 
both employees and managers . . . and then identify some possible strategies for developing 
these competencies. 

Employee Performance Coaching 
Competencies 

Manager Performance Coaching 
Competencies 

Employee competencies include . . . 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Manager competencies include . . . 

Strategies for Developing these Employee 
Competencies 

Strategies for Developing these Manager 
Competencies 
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About Your Presenter 
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Jeffrey Russell is co-director of Russell Consulting, Inc., of Madison, 
Wisconsin (www.RussellConsultingInc.com). For more than 20 years, 
Jeff has provided consulting and training services internationally in 
the areas of leadership, strategic planning, change implementation, 
employee engagement surveys, and performance coaching. His 
clients include Fortune 500 companies, small businesses, non-profit 

organizations, and government agencies. Jeff and his wife Linda have authored seven 
books and two ASTD Infolines (Strategic Planning 101 and Engage Your Workforce) 
and they publish Workplace Enhancement Notes, a journal on workplace issues. 

The ideas presented in this session are drawn from their book Ultimate Performance 
Management (ASTD Press, 2009). Ultimate presents a clear roadmap to managers, 
human resources staff, and organizational development professionals for designing an 
effective performance system and then developing the core competencies in both 
coaches and performers to enact this system. The book includes: 

 An overview of a powerful new approach to performance management 
 How-to guide and facilitator’s scripts for designing and delivering workshops 

on performance management 
 Case studies, performance coaching tools, performance analysis worksheets, 

and so forth 
 Access to handouts, materials, and PowerPoint slides to support a variety of 

performance management workshops. 

You can contact Jeff at Jeff@RussellConsultingInc.com. 

For More Information 

For a copy of the PowerPoint slides from this presentation, visit 
www.RussellConsultingInc.com (Recent Conference Presentations). A wealth of 
additional resources is also available from the Tools and Tips section of RCI’s 
website: 

• Performance Coaching Planning Worksheet 
• Sample Exit Interview 
• Tips for Employment Interviews 
• Nine-Plus-One Common Causes of Performance Problems 
• Delegation Worksheet — Matching the Person with the Task 
• Current and past issues of RCI’s journal, Workplace Enhancement Notes — 

including articles on employee engagement, performance reviews, resilience, 
leadership, problem solving, strategic planning, leading change, building customer 
loyalty, running effective meetings, emotional intelligence, and more. 
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