
TIPS AND TRAINING FOR MANAGERS

Playbook: Paining Over Performance Assessments?

Here's a prescription

that will help

managers reduce the

headaches and boost

the results.

By Lauren Yost

I
'veworked in organizations with

simple one-page, three-sentence
performance review forms that
the manager pulls out of a dusty
file at the end of every year, and

I've worked in organizations with com-
plex "performance management sys-
tems" that direct every step of perform-
ance, from day one to day 365 in the
performance year, to measure and drive
success from every angle.

Regardless of how easy or complex it
is, most managers dread the perform-
ance-assessment process. It's no sur-
prise, then, that many employees dread
it, as well.

But why? Why are managers chal-
lenged to discuss an employee's per-
formance with him or her, whether it's
good or bad news?

Expect the Expected
Nothing about the performance-assess-
ment process should be a surprise. Set-
ting performance expectations needs to
begin the day the employee starts. At
NRPA, our performance process
includes the creation of a performance
plan at the beginning of each year. This
approach to performance management
sets clear expectations for employees,
reducing the number of surprises at
review time.

Is your system not that involved? Are
you not looking to completely overhaul
the existing performance system? That's
OK.

Here's an easy way to adapt a simple
year-end performance checklist into an
effective tool to set expectations for new
staff that will help create greater success
for everyone involved.

Discussing the Expected
The best way to help employees per-

form in the way managers need them to
is to get their buy-in. They need to
believe in and support what the man-
ager is asking them to accomplish, or
there will be a disconnect between
what's expected and what's delivered.

How do you do that? NRPA employ-
ees work with their managers to write
annual goals for the year, actively par-
ticipating in determining what their
success looks like. Whether perform-
ance planning is a formal part of an
organization's process, managers should
sit down with new hires to discuss per-
formance expectations.

Don't over-engineer the process if
performance planning is not a part of it
already. Remember that year-end per-
formance checklist? It probably has a
list of behaviors that includes atten-
dance, adaptability, job knowledge, and
so forth, and a rating scale of some sort.
Give a copy of this blank review form to
new employees within their first week
of employment and ask them to think
about what each category means to
them and what they think success looks
like.

Within the next couple of weeks,
schedule a meeting to discuss their view
of success in those areas, and share with
them your vision of success. Make sure
those two visions match up before the
meeting ends.

Assessing the Expected
Performance assessments shouldn't be
approached as an annual event. Rather,
managers should be providing feedback
and coaching to their employees
throughout the year. Open and frequent
dialogue about performance (reinforc-
ing good, correcting bad) will reduce a
significant amount of pain and anxiety
about the year-end process for manager
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and employee.
But what if the manager has set and

discussed clear expectations and offered
feedback throughout the year, and the
employee still fails to meet expectations
in one or more areas? No manager likes
to have that conversation.

Lauren Yost is NRPA's director of human
resources. She last wrote for Parks &
Recreation about cross-generational
management in the February issue,
E-mail: Iyost@nrpa.org.

Manager as Coach
The performance-improvement discus-
sion needs to be approached as a coach-
ing session where both manager and
employee buy in to the value. Examples
of undesirable behavior need to be spe-
cific and examples of preferred behav-
ior must be offered.
Be prepared to explain "how." A base-

ball coach wouldn't get far with a be-
low-average player if his instruction
was limited to, "OK, next time, instead
of striking out, hit the ball over the left-
field wall for a home run."

If the manager doesn't have the spe-
cific know-how to coach to an em-
ployee's particular weakness, he should
get help. If there's a training and devel-
opment budget, managers should use
it. If there isn't, look for others in the
organization who excel in that area and
partner them with the struggling
employee.
At the end of the day (or perform-

ance year), managers can't expect em-
ployees to be successful if they don't
know what's expected of them. Like-
wise, employees won't get better at
delivering on those expectations if
managers aren't prepared to teach them
how-or at least connect them to the
tools and resources to get there.
Setting expectations early, providing

continuous feedback, and coaching
employees through their weaknesses
will remove most of the anxiety from
the process for employee and manager,
and ultimately lead to greater results
for both.
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