
In the 1990s, the balanced scorecard
introduced the mantra of ‘what gets
measured gets managed’ to the corpo-

rate world – and organizations now measure
employee performance based on this man-
age-and-motivate premise. Evan Gartner’s
research has picked up on the advent of
technology in employee performance man-
agement (EPM). The corporate expectation
is that the human resources department will
act on this, using cost-effective technology
to achieve motivated staff performance and,
ultimately, business success.

That’s the theory. In reality, the average
small to medium business (SMB) in North
America has an EPM process best described
as a paper-based, time-consuming, once-a-
year ‘check up’. It is a formality in the annual
raise process and often, once completed, the
paper disappears never to resurface. For these
SMBs, it is now essential that their entire
EPM process be refined and automated.

Looking for a solution
Where does the average SMB (under

5000 employees) look for a solution? Where
do they start the process? From our perspec-
tive, the EPM process is divided into four key
steps:

• Set performance criteria with specific mea-
surable competencies, objectives and stan-
dards.

• Identify gaps in current performance.
• Measure performance.
• Reinforce and reward superior perfor-

mance.

If this four-step process is conducted in a
collaborative manner using the right technolo-
gy rather than the current painful, paper-based
process, we believe that it creates significant
value for the organization and its shareholders.
The method of change would be to plan, col-
laborate to define, review and report.

Clearly, the biggest challenge here is
implementing this ‘performance planning’
architecture in the traditional EPM process.
At the beginning of the review cycle, employ-
ees and their managers collaborate to produce
an objective performance plan that details
competency requirements as well as business
and personal goals for a set period, say the
coming year or six months. At the end of the
period, the manager and employee work
together to evaluate what went well and what
didn’t, what could be improved, any gaps in
skills and knowledge, and what has been
learned from the current year’s experiences.

The outcomes and process take on greater
importance when both manager and employ-
ee have agreed to the objectives from the start
of the review period and have carried the
process through to the final report (evalua-
tion). The organization is now treating
employees as assets.

To ensure that this philosophy works, a
solid foundation of information needs to be
in place, usually developed by the HR depart-
ment and managers. The need is to under-
stand the competency requirements of the
organization, the basic behavioral attributes
expected of employees, the external and
internal objectives of the organization, and
the training and learning opportunities avail-
able to employees. In addition, there is the

commitment to provide a physical (techno-
logical) and communications infrastructure
required to support the process.

In his recent article in HR Briefings mag-
azine, “A Perfect Appraisal Form”, Dick
Grote suggests that competency “is the
umbrella term used to describe those skills…
and attributes… that correlate with superior
job performance and success in organization-
al life. One of the hallmarks of an up-to-date,
best practice performance management sys-
tem is that it includes specific competencies
that the organization has decided all of its
members should display.”

The key reason for universal application
of competencies is that they focus on human
behavior. A good, competency-based EPM
process can help drive a behavior-based per-
formance system.

Observable behaviors are the traits that
indicate the level of proficiency displayed by
the employee being reviewed. An important
basis for a good EPM environment is the def-
inition of competencies and how they are
observed (the rating scale). Beyond the obvi-
ous focus on behavior, one of the great things
about this approach is that it makes the assess-
ment process more objective. Coupled with a
five-level behavioral rating scale such as
‘observed inconsistently’ through ‘frequently
observed’, the employee will quickly know
whether their activities are being noticed.

Alignment between business and person-
al goals is the desired outcome of the objec-
tives evaluation. The definition of business
and personal objectives occurs at the begin-
ning of the cycle (or in tandem with last year’s
evaluation) where the employee and his/her
manager will collectively agree on the specif-
ic objectives for the coming period and would
be asked to reflect on questions such as:
What is the deadline? How are you going to
achieve it? How can your manager and col-
leagues help you achieve this goal? With
management participation and feedback dur-
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ing the planning phase, the organization will
see alignment between personal and business
objectives. During the evaluation stage the
employee and manager will provide an assess-
ment and commentary of how the employee
faired in comparison to their planned and
documented goals.

That same planning and evaluation phase
is important for the third key area: training
and development. During the planning phase
it makes sense that, after reviewing competen-
cy requirements and objectives, the employee
will want to consider training and develop-
ment opportunities. Linkage here to the com-
petency requirements of the position (or those
of a next position) is an excellent idea. An
advantage of documenting requirements dur-
ing the planning phase is that it can give HR
the ability to see development plans at the
beginning of the year, allowing them to plan
resources and ensure alignment with business
objectives. Like all of the documentation that
is taking place at the beginning of the cycle, it
provides an objective framework on which the
end-of-cycle evaluation can be based.
Employees take part in both phases, therefore
they have an obligation to explain why they
did (or did not) complete the development ini-
tiatives they signed up to at the beginning of
the cycle. Once again we see that process and
content are intertwined and important.

Decision-making
An organization intending to move into

the technology-rich EPM environment will
need to make a conscious move away from a
paper-based process. At the basic level, an
automated EPM solution should support all
three aspects of the EPM process and requires
a commitment in resources, equipment, people
and funds. It also requires ongoing support by
HR administrators and buy-in on the part of
the executive and managers.

Many software vendors have entered this
EPM arena with products that promise to
improve and enhance existing paper-based
processes, drive adoption amongst employees
and, perhaps most importantly, drive business
results. These new tools go far beyond tradi-
tional appraisal software, and often come
loaded with a myriad of extras and add-ons
that seem to make sense at first glance
(strategic goal alignment, 360-degree multi-
rater feedback, surveying capability, succes-
sion planning). While many vendors have
solutions designed for the enterprise-level

market, some claim their solution is equally
applicable to the SMB. While this sounds
appealing, implementing all of this in the
average SMB could be quite a large task.

While a software tool can’t drive the
process, it certainly helps with options like
automated e-mail reminders and meeting
scheduling. The key advantage of a flexible
software tool is that it allows appraisal struc-
turing and content movement over time. The
better quality software tools provide a mech-
anism that allows the employee and manager
to ‘kill two birds with one stone’: evaluate last
year’s performance and plan for next year at
the same time. While planning for next year,
the employee may move up incomplete
objectives and development opportunities

and add new ones. This is one instance where
a software tool can add value to the process
by prompting people, reminding them about
due dates, maybe asking them how it’s going
midway through the evaluation cycle.

Most products will also ship a predefined
competency library that helps to trigger the
thought process. Ideally, this library should
support editing features that are as good as a
word processing program since every organi-
zation will have different competency sets
and will want to tweak the definitions to
make them applicable.

Managing change
An automated process that allows for a

complete and collaborative evaluation can have
a significant impact on the culture of the orga-
nization and the way it conducts its HR man-
agement function. We advise our clients that
managing the change must begin with a clear
statement from the most senior executives
about the importance of adopting the new
process and software application. The message
must also address how the process fits within
the organizational strategy and performance
management. We also ensure that this state-
ment is available (on the intranet) along with a
preview of the salient features of the process
and the application. The HR team, working
with the software implementation team, then
designs a rollout process that includes stan-
dardization of the various dictionaries (compe-
tencies, skills and training opportunities) so
that everyone appreciates the investment the
organization is making to implement a trans-
parent employee performance process and the
associated platform that goes beyond an annu-
al, paper-based appraisal. With a sound imple-
mentation methodology along with the best
practices process, we believe that automating
the EPM process will provide immediate ROI
and lead to visible performance improvement
and alignment.

Every successful business out there does
some type of forward planning; it only makes
sense that employees do it as well, and that’s
where a good employee performance manage-
ment solution can assist the process.
Enterprise or SMB, planning is very impor-
tant and an EPM process will fail without it. �

This article was co-written by Dr Vijay Jog and John Smith.
Dr Jog is the President of Corporate Renaissance Group and
Mr Smith is the Product Manager of emPerform, a web-
based performance management solution developed by
Corporate Renaissance Group. For further information, please
visit: www.crgroup.com/EmployeeAppraisals.

Some possible considerations
when selecting a vendor and/or
solution for the SMB market (by
corresponding weight in
percentages) could be derived
along the following lines:

• Content flexibility – the ability
for the organization deploying
the solution to choose, edit and
enter organization-specific
content (25%)

• Business process support – the
capability to use the software in
both planning and evaluating
phases (25%)

• Extensive employee involvement
in the software through a
collaborative manner and on the
web (20%)

• Reporting capability (10%)

• Look and feel of the application
– it should be easy to follow and
logical. Some automated
solutions still look awkward and
first impressions are important
in driving adoption (10%)

• The other ‘bells and whistles’
such as weighting of individual
goals, creating complex
aggregate measures – if you
don’t need them right away, they
are not worth paying for now,
but make sure they can be
added later (10%)
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