


 
 





Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





PERFORMANCE 
APPRAISAL
PHRASE BOOK

The Best 
Words, Phrases, 
and Techniques for 
Performance Reviews








Corey Sandler
and Janice Keefe





[image: logo]






Copyright ©2004, Word Association, Inc.

All rights reserved. This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in any form without permission from the publisher; exceptions are made for brief excerpts used in published reviews.

Portions of this book have been excerpted from Streetwise® Managing People and The Everything® Managing People Book, both copyright ©F+W Publications, Inc.

Published by Adams Media, an imprint of Simon & Schuster, Inc.. 57 Littlefield Street, Avon, MA 02322 U.S.A. www.adamsmedia.com

ISBN 10: 1-58062-940-7

ISBN 13: 978-1-58062-940-9

ISBN-13: 978-1-60550-823-8 (EPUB)

Printed in the United States of America

J I H G F E D C B A

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Sandler, Corey

Performance appraisal phrase book / Corey Sandler and Janice Keefe.

p. cm.

ISBN 1-58062-940-7

1. Employees — Rating of. 2. Performance standards. I. Keefe, Janice (Janice Jean) II. Title.

HF5549.5.R3S26 2003

658.3′125 — dc21

2003004460

This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information with regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold with the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering legal, accounting, or other professional advice. If legal advice or other expert assistance is required, the services of a competent professional person should be sought.

— From a Declaration of Principles jointly adopted by a Committee of the American Bar Association and a Committee of Publishers and Associations

This book is available at quantity discounts for bulk purchases. For information, call 1-800-289-0963.




    
      Contents

      
        
          INTRODUCTION
        
        

      

      
        
          1: CAN PERFORMANCE REALLY BE EVALUATED?
        
        

      

      
        
          2: INSIDER TIPS FOR EMPLOYEE EVALUATION
        
        

      

      
        
          3: LEGAL MATTERS
        
        

      

      
        
          4: STRATEGIES FOR DEALING WITH UNSATISFACTORY PERFORMANCE
        
        

      

      
        
          5: QUALITATIVE ATTRIBUTES
        
        

      

      
        
          6: QUANTITATIVE ATTRIBUTES
        
        

      

      
        
          7: MANAGEMENT SKILLS
        
        

      

      
        
          8: PERSONALITY AND HUMAN RELATIONS
        
        

      

      
        
          9: PROFESSIONAL SKILLS
        
        

      

      
        
          ABOUT THE AUTHORS
        
        

      

    

  




INTRODUCTION


LIFE SEEMS SO VERY SIMPLE when accomplishments can be judged in black and white.

If we're paid for each widget we make, each mile we drive, or each piece of paper we put into a box, we can learn to live — at least on some levels — with our lot in life.

In theory, we know if we can work a little longer or a little harder we can earn a bit more. And we can readily understand that if we don't make enough widgets or drive sufficient miles or pass the required number of papers, we may not be able to hold on to our jobs or receive a promotion or a pay increase.

But for most of us, life is more complicated. We exist in a world that is painted in shades of gray.

What makes a customer service representative a good employee? How do you rate the accomplishments and future job prospects of a corporate trainer? What makes a government or military functionary worthy of an increase in job and pay grade?

The answer: a carefully considered, objective judgment, consistently applied by a qualified supervisor.

The Purpose of an Employee Evaluation

Why do we conduct employee evaluations? It's not because we feel an overwhelming urge to make judgments about others just for the sake of doing so. There are some very specific organizational needs that are fulfilled by a properly conducted evaluation:


	To lay the groundwork for a promotion or salary increase for a star employee

	To attempt to motivate a less-than-stellar performer who has the potential for greater achievement

	To lay the groundwork for the dismissal of an uncooperative, incapable, or otherwise unacceptable worker

	To help a company or agency conduct an inventory of its personnel, in search of ways to improve productivity, reduce redundancy, and find available workers for new assignments



The best reason for an elaborate and careful process for employee evaluations is that it is the right thing to do, guaranteeing everyone a fair deal. The other reason, alas, is that we live in a litigious world, with what seems like a lawyer lurking behind every tree.

The importance of employee evaluations is the establishment of a codified, consistent process to evaluate quantitative and qualitative performance of employees. Properly done, an employer is able to say: “You may not agree with the judgment or be happy with the outcome, but we can prove that every worker is held to the same standard and evaluated in the same way.”

Earlier, we defined a proper employee evaluation as a carefully considered, objective judgment, consistently applied by a qualified supervisor.

Let's break down that definition into its components:


Carefully considered.The evaluation has to be based on a thorough and conscientious observation of the employee and work performed.


Objective judgment.There has to be no hint of bias against a particular employee or group of employees.


Consistently applied.The criteria used in the evaluation must be the same for all employees with the same responsibilities.


Qualified supervisor.The evaluator has to be a manager or supervisor with firsthand knowledge of the quality of work performed, and the personal behavior of the employee.

One of the basic rules of procedure at the U.S. Supreme Court is that the justices strive not only to avoid any actual conflicts of interest but also to avoid the appearance of a conflict.

In employee evaluations, the same principle applies: Performance guidelines should not include any subjectivity or the appearance of subjectivity.

The key to proper rating is the establishment of substantial and objective standards and goals.

A performance appraisal is built upon the foundation of a well-crafted job description. The employee is given notice of reasonable expectations and goals, and the supervisor has a framework in place for evaluation.

An overly broad or unreasonably demanding job description is an invitation for trouble, from friction between employee and supervisor up through lawsuits over termination.

Any boss can fire an employee. If you're looking for a script, just watch television sitcoms: “You're fired!” Cue the laugh track; actor exits stage left.

But in the real world, an out-of-the-blue “You're fired!” is more likely to receive a different response: “You'll be hearing from my lawyer,” or “I'll take this up with my union steward.”

Judgment Calls

We make judgments all the time — first impressions, preferences in clothing and food, and any of the thousands of daily decisions we make about what to do with our lives. We may not like the way someone looks, or the quality of his or her voice, or political opinions. As a man, you might prefer the company of attractive women; a woman might enjoy surrounding herself with handsome men. Most of these judgments are made unconsciously, often based on unexamined experiences, heritage, culture, upbringing, and a bit of genetic code.

Almost none of these highly personal judgments are appropriate subjects for the evaluation of an employee. Stacks of laws and rows of lawyers are lined up to pursue the rights of workers who are in any way judged, compensated, promoted, demoted, or dismissed on the basis of legally irrelevant qualities such as race, religion, or personal beliefs. In most job settings, protected classes also extend to sex and age.

But as a manager or supervisor, your job does include some very important evaluations:


	Is the assigned work being accomplished on schedule?

	Is the product of the expected quality?

	Are all guidelines and rules being followed?

	Has the employee devoted proper attention to training and changes in the industry or sector?

	Is the employee above average, average, or below average in productivity?

	Are tasks properly organized and prioritized?

	Does he or she properly represent the company or organization in dealings with customers, clients, and other agencies or companies?

	Is he or she a candidate for promotion or additional responsibilities?

	Is the employee in need of a strong push to encourage better performance or closer adherence to guidelines and rules? The polite phrase is that the employee needs to be “motivated.”

	Is the employee so significantly below expectations that the organization needs to initiate the dismissal process?



About This Book

What do we know about people, jobs, and the English language?


	People are not machines.

	Job performance is almost always a judgment call.

	When it comes to an employee evaluation, all words are not equal.



The purpose of this book is to help you look at the performance of an employee and match your carefully considered judgment with the appropriate objective and consistent words.

Although you could construct a scale with an infinite number of intermediary steps, the basic rating system for employee evaluations divides comments into three tiers:


	Meets or exceeds standards and goals

	Needs improvement to meet standards and goals

	Gives unsatisfactory performance



In this book, you will find thousands of carefully considered phrases, divided into the three tiers.

As a buyer of this book, you are free to use the phrases as presented. However, we expect that in most cases, you'll use these phrases as the starting point for your own statements, adapted as needed to fit your company or agency and the particular employee being evaluated.

Wherever possible, back up your judgment with specific examples. Don't say, “She demonstrates an inability to organize her time,” if you can instead say, “She demonstrates an inability to organize her time; for example, in the past quarter she has missed four firm deadlines for submission of critical sales reports while working on tasks of lower priority such as redesigning the color scheme for interoffice memos.”
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      CAN PERFORMANCE REALLY BE EVALUATED?

      AS WE NOTED IN THE INTRODUCTION, it would be very nice if every element of job performance could be measured with a scale or a ruler or a counter.

      That sort of measurement, of course, works well with a machine. We can gauge the horsepower of an engine, calculate its efficiency, estimate its life expectancy, and then weigh all of its capabilities against the cost of purchase and operation. Accountants can go even further, figuring out the depreciating value of the machine over time. All of these calculations can be precise and objective.

      Now consider the evaluation of a human being. Here's one difficult measurement:

      Say that an employee's job is to make six widgets in an hour. Counting to six is easy enough, but it's also necessary to determine if they are made correctly. Is there a standard of deviation that's acceptable? If so, is it a precise measurement (each widget can be no more than 0.0032 of an inch larger or smaller than the template), or is it a judgment (each widget feels smooth to the touch and causes no splinters)?

      Must the employee complete one widget every ten minutes, or is it okay for the employee to make all six in the lafifteen minutes of each hour? Can the employee make twelve widgets in one hour, then none in the next hour?

      Now suppose it's another employee's job to sell six widgets an hour. Is the standard simply sales, or does it factor in returns? What if there are problems with the phone lines or the employee calls forty prospective customers but can't convince any of them to actually buy a widget?

      If that wasn't complex enough, suppose we are assigned the task of evaluating a manager who doesn't actually manufacture or sell a product? This person's task, as defined in the job description, is to hire, supervise, and motivate others to make or sell a product or service.

      Who is to blame if a supervised employee performs poorly? How far up the line does the credit extend when a staffer demonstrates productivity well above the average or produces work of exceptional quality? And what exactly is the objective definition of quality?

      The answer — and it is not a simple or easy one — is that the key to fairness is consistency and impartiality.

      This means that employees need to be given a clear and precise definition of what is expected — the job description — and that managers and supervisors must be consistent and fair in judging their employees' fulfillment of expectations.

      Think of a job description as the proclamation of expectations. Employees who know what is expected of them can focus their energy on specific goals.

      Employers should lay the foundation for good performance immediately after an employee is hired. As part of the initial company orientation, set aside a specific time to review the job description. During this time frame, the supervisor and the new employee should review the details of the job description to ensure a clear understanding of the objectives of the position.

      Later on, managers should refer back to the job description in helping struggling or underachieving employees improve their performance.

      The supervisor should explain the level of productivity needed and expected and ask the employee, “How long will it take you to reach this level of productivity?” The supervisor should also ask the employee, “What will you need from me to help you reach this level of productivity?” With these simple questions, the supervisor has given the employee the opportunity to set the level of performance at the onset. By giving the employee the power to make this decision, the supervisor has a greater chance of having the employee achieve the performance expectations desired.

      Choose Your Words

      Before you say a word — or put it in writing — stop and think about the impact of your language.

      A written employee evaluation puts you on record, helping you substantiate your actions: promotions, reassignments, discipline, and dismissal. In military/government parlance, it's a CYA situation: Let's translate that as “covering your posterior with paper.” At the same time, the recipient can keep your words forever, refer to the written evaluation many times, and share it with a lawyer or a union representative.

      For these reasons, you should take every opportunity to consider your words carefully, reviewing them for appropriateness, accuracy, clarity, and the proper tone.

      Many human resources experts suggest that an employee evaluation session be limited to a review of the written report you have prepared. Read aloud your comments and your conclusion, and then listen carefully — and take notes as appropriate — on any responses from the employee. Do not seek to explain or amplify your written comments.

      Think about the Game

      Before you sit down to compose an evaluation, make a few general notes of your own. Begin by thinking about the overall contributions and capabilities of the employee. Make a careful judgment about whether he or she is:

      A Superstar.This is an extraordinary employee who delivers outstanding performance. He or she is exceptional in performance and potential, meeting and exceeding job requirements. When this player comes up to bat, you know your team will receive first-class effort and skill. Your evaluation is intended to praise, reward, and keep him or her in the organization.

      An Up-and-Comer.An above-average worker worth keeping and encouraging. The goal here is to take a rookie or a seasoned veteran up a notch to Superstar status.

      A Benchwarmer.An average employee, one who fully meets job requirements with work of good quality. They are not the stars, but they are ready, willing, and able to deliver performance good enough to justify a continued paycheck. In sports, many coaches rely heavily on the “bench” to fill in unexpected gaps; the players who sit and wait, though, are easily pushed aside by Up-and-Comers. An employee evaluation of a Benchwarmer conveys approval, along with suggestions for improvement to get them out of the middle and into the indispensable ranks of Up-and-Comers and Superstars.

      Most workers fall into the average category. If they don't, you need to readjust your categories to find the median point.

      A Weak Link.A below-average employee, in urgent need of improvement, either because he or she fails to meet job requirements or has violated guidelines. You don't want to hang the future of your team from a Weak Link. Sometimes, though, there are indications of strength or talent worth encouraging and developing.

      Headed for the Door.With performance that is not acceptable, this employee is a candidate for dismissal. The evaluation may list specific goals that must be accomplished in order for the worker to hold on to a job, or the evaluation may lay the groundwork for termination.

      Once you have thought about the accomplishments and potential of the person you are evaluating, consider what you know about his or her nature and temperament. Is he or she:

      
        	Defensive or cooperative?

        	Argumentative or compliant?

        	Willing to deal with problems or resistant to any change no matter how worthy?

      

      Finally, consider what specific acts or omissions you can point to as examples to support your judgments. Your position is much stronger — in matters of discipline or reward — if you can relate your judgments to actual performance.

      For someone who meets or exceeds expectations, an unsupported statement of praise might read:

      
        “Deals well with unexpected deadlines and stress.”
      

      Consider instead the same statement presented with a case in point:

      
        “Deals well with unexpected deadlines and stress, as demonstrated in July of this year when he worked through the weekend to prepare an emergency shipment of customized widgets for the Wintergreen Company, an important client.”
      

      For an employee who needs improvement:

      
        “Must become better able to deal with unexpected deadlines and stress; as an example, the emergency order of customized widgets for the Wintergreen Company in July of this year required intervention and assistance from senior management for completion.”
      

      And for an employee who delivers unsatisfactory performance:

      
        “Does not deal well with unexpected deadlines and stress. As an example, the emergency order of customized widgets for the Wintergreen Company in July of this year was not fulfilled on time for the customer, and the product that was shipped did not meet our standards of quality.”
      

      A Spectrum of Judgment

      The various Eskimo and Inuit languages are supposed to have several dozen words to describe slightly different types of snow. By that line of thinking, we can certainly afford to expand our vocabulary when it comes to adjectives.

      Good, satisfactory, acceptable, and adequate all can be fairly used to describe someone whose performance is up to standards. But there are small degrees of difference between them; most of us would prefer to have our performance described as “good” rather than “adequate.”

      Consider the following spectrum of adjectives that span the spread from extraordinary to unacceptable. You can add your own descriptors to the scale. One way to use the list: Assign a numerical value to an employee's attributes on a scale from 1 (the weakest) to 20 (the strongest) and select appropriate adjectives in and about that number.

      
        Extraordinary
      

      
        extraordinary:
      

      marvelous; remarkable; superlative; surprising; wonderful

      
        exceptional:
      

      great; incomparable; matchless; notable; noteworthy; unequaled; unique; unmatched; unsurpassed; significant; special; striking

      
        excellent:
      

      admirable; brilliant; first-rate

      
        outstanding:
      

      remarkable; significant; terrific

      
        Above Average
      

      
        exemplary:
      

      creditable; laudable; praiseworthy

      
        superior:
      

      accomplished; commendable; consummate; expert; high quality; skilled

      
        very good:
      

      estimable; highly regarded; impressive; worthy

      
        more than adequate:
      

      fine; more than sufficient; more than ample

      
        Acceptable
      

      
        good:
      

      decent; good quality; respectable; skillful

      
        satisfactory:
      

      appropriate; apt; fitting; proper

      
        acceptable:
      

      good enough; okay; up to standard

      
        adequate:
      

      allowable; passable; reasonable; tolerable

      
        Below Average
      

      
        fair:
      

      barely adequate; fair to middling

      
        poor:
      

      inferior; meager; weak

      
        less than adequate:
      

      inadequate; insufficient; paltry; scant; derisory

      
        minimal:
      

      insignificant; negligible; slight; token; trifling; trivial

      
        Unacceptable
      

      
        unsatisfactory:
      

      beneath standard; inferior; low-grade; mediocre; poor quality; second-rate; substandard

      
        undependable:
      

      devious; not to be trusted; unstable; untrustworthy

      
        unreliable:
      

      changeable; erratic; fickle; not to be relied upon; unpredictable; variable

      
        unacceptable:
      

      insufficient; intolerable; objectionable
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      INSIDER TIPS FOR EMPLOYEE EVALUATION


      THE KEY TO THE PROPER CONDUCT of an employee evaluation is this: Evaluate the performance, not the person.

      It is improper, ineffective, and sometimes illegal to base your judgment on the personal characteristics of an employee. It doesn't matter what they think or believe, whether they mean well or not, or whether they have a winning personality or a loser's attitude-unless and until these attributes affect their performance on the job.

      Put another way, if you find fault, blame the action or the method or the planning, but not the person.

      Focus on the Specific and Observable

      If you or someone else didn't observe it, it didn't happen — at least for the purposes of an employee evaluation. This is not a meeting about feelings or suspicions. It is about actions and behaviors you can see, hear, or are otherwise tangible — work that didn't get done, assignments done incorrectly, inappropriate e-mail messages, and so on — that reflect on the performance of this employee.

      Have examples such as the following.

      “Here is the memo you sent to accounts receivable about the Robinson account. It has the wrong balances, and you erroneously flagged the account as past due.”

      “I've gotten complaints from other departments about the number of off-color jokes you forward by e-mail. Here are copies of messages that people have given me.”

      “When we established the timeline for the widgets, you agreed that it was reasonable and would accommodate the kinds of delays that might arise. I've checked with you every week, and you've said you had everything under control. The widget prototype still isn't to manufacturing, though the timeline says it should have been in full production six weeks ago.”

      What about a “Bad Attitude”?

      You might see the crux of the problem as attitude, and that could indeed be the case. But you still need tangible evidence — and usually there's an abundance of it: yelling at coworkers, badmouthing others, showing up late, and leaving early. Provide a few examples:

      “On Tuesday you came in at 9:30 A.M. and you weren't at your desk after 2:30 P.M. On Thursday, you got here at 11 A.M. and I watched you leave at 3:15 P.M.”

      “Monday at lunch you were overheard saying that the Mitchell project was nothing but a joke and if this company had any smarts it would fire the whole team.”

      Unless you've asked other employees if you can identify them when talking to the problem employee, don't name names. Keep the conversation focused on the employee who is in the room with you, and on behaviors rather than personalities. Explain why the behaviors are problems, just to be sure you and the employee have the same understanding (which is not to imply that you must agree).

      Maintain Control

      Like it or not, when it comes to an employee evaluation, you are supposed to be in charge. You are representing your company, department, or agency in an important personnel matter. The best way to keep control of the meeting is to come through the door with a plan, and to stick to it.

      Here are some suggestions:

      Establish ground rules.Say, “I will tell you my assessment of your performance for each measurement, and then give you an opportunity to share your perspectives and comments. I ask that you not interrupt me, and I promise I won't interrupt you.”

      Stay focused on the topics at hand and keep digressions to a minimum. Present examples of observable behaviors to support your comments. If issues surface that warrant further discussion, schedule another appointment to address them.

      Take notes, and encourage the employee to do the same. Remember that the employee evaluation has a goal: to reward and encourage a worthy worker, to prod an underachiever, or to give a hard push to a member of the staff delivering an unacceptable performance. Anything you say to an employee should reinforce your written comments, and anything said in response should be noted as evidence of cooperation or resistance.

      Present improvements from a positive perspective as much as possible. “You've done a great job developing a system for monitoring report status. Let's take a look at some ways that you can streamline your work flow to be more efficient.”

      If there is bad news, it shouldn't be news to the employee. He or she should know, or at least suspect, that there is a problem; if not, you have failed to do a proper job of communicating with your staff. Be direct in presenting the problem, and have a sense of what action you intend to take in response.

      Involve the employee in developing an improvement plan. Specifically identify steps and measures as well as a timeline for change.

      Offer the employee the opportunity to add his or her comments (if your company or agency policy permits).Responses are usually included on a separate page in the evaluation packet that becomes part of the employee's file.

      How to Schedule an Evaluation

      How many times have you said something in the heat of the moment that you wished you could erase from everyone's memory? Are you supremely confident in your ability to stick to the script, no matter what response you receive from a belligerent employee? How clear are you in your own mind about the outcome you expect from an employee evaluation session?

      The answers you gave, we're sure, are not all that reassuring. But they are quite common: Very few of us are very good at off-the-cuff, unprepared formal encounters. That's the bad news; the good news is that there is no reason not to make yourself prepared for effective employee evaluations.

      Here are some guidelines on the best way to schedule an evaluation:

      
        	Meet only when you are certain you can remain calm and professional. If you're angry because the employee's problems have caused your superiors to come down on you, give yourself a day or two to cool off.

        	Meet someplace that ensures privacy. If your office is not appropriate, meet in a conference room or borrow someone else's workplace.

        	Have a clear agenda of what you want to cover, and put it in writing if that will help you stay on track.

        	Have documentation of the problems you want to discuss — notes, memos, copies of e-mail, work that had to be redone, or whatever other evidence is relevant. Be discreet, of course — have the items in a file folder, not spread out on the desk when the employee arrives.

        	Know, at least in general, what you want the employee to do to remedy the situation.

      

      Ten Insider Tips for Employee Evaluation

      When in doubt, and especially when you are not in doubt, tell the truth. That's a great starting position for the upright conduct of any employee evaluation.

      But before you say a word, do your homework. Know what you want to say, why you want to say it, and make a carefully considered decision on how to present your case.

      In most companies, organizations, and agencies, you should consult with your human resources department or supervisor for specific instructions and advice.

      Here is a valuable collection of insider tips for giving an accurate and truthful evaluation:

      
        	
Start with a carefully crafted job description. Make certain the employee is given a copy when offered a job and any time a promotion or reassignment is made. The evaluation measures performance against the job description.

        	
Ask the employee to complete a self-evaluation before the review session. This asks employees to think about their own performance and role in the enterprise.If you have consistently offered both praise and constructive criticism during the previous year, the employee should have a good idea of where he or she stands, which should help open the lines of communication for the performance appraisal itself.Ask for the self-evaluation a day or so ahead of the performance review. Read the employee's comments carefully to gain a sense of whether the worker has a realistic view of his or her performance, whether there are any issues they may have that you did not anticipate discussing, and whether you may expect a defensive, belligerent, or uncooperative attitude.The best possible outcome: You open the performance appraisal by noting your agreement with the employee's self-evaluation. You offer praise and interest, and most importantly, you work together with the employee to put together a plan to improve performance, productivity, and other issues.The second-best outcome: You come into the performance appraisal session knowing some or all of the employee's concerns and issues, and you are prepared to deal with them.

        	
Plan your opening statement.A valued employee should hear praise and positive comments at the start, before you move on to constructive criticism.A weak or below-average employee, and especially a worker on the track to termination, should get the carefully phrased criticism up-front and carefully delineated. Why? Because many people under stress will focus on any words of praise to filter out things they don't want to hear.

        	
Be objective in your evaluation and consistent in your judgments.Refer to specific incidents in your evaluation. Take notes when an employee describes an exemplary — or condemnable — act.Keep personality conflicts and your personal biases out of the review.

        	
When possible and appropriate, use measurable criteria. If you have previously told an employee you expected an increase in sales of 20 percent, produce the numbers to back up your comments — positive or negative.If at an earlier performance evaluation, you asked for a change in behavior, such as maintaining a friendly demeanor when answering the phone, provide an assessment of progress or lack or progress on that specific issue.

        	
Separate the salary review from the performance review. (One exception: If you are rewarding an employee with an above-average evaluation with an above-average raise.) Tell the worker you want to discuss his performance and ways to help him become an even better member of the team; even if you have already decided on a salary adjustment, schedule a discussion of salary for a later time after you both have had time to consider the results of the performance evaluation. In this way the message of the evaluation does not become overshadowed by the reaction to a change in salary.

        	
Link criticisms to solutions.Tell your employee your concerns and then offer suggestions to eliminate them.

        	
Don't let the session get out of control.Stick to the point, refuse to argue, and don't let the employee take command of the review.

        	
Make sure your words are heard.If you think the employee has tuned you out or does not understand, ask her to paraphrase your comments back to you.You can do the same when you receive unclear responses:“Let me see if I understood you correctly. You said …”

        	
Have the employee sign the evaluation.Though he may not agree with any or all of your observations, the signature shows that the employee has received the document. This helps protect you from claims that the worker did not know of specific concerns about performance and attitude.

      

      Step-by-Step Through an Employee Evaluation

      Employee evaluations can be stressful and difficult even in the best of situations. As a conscientious and effective supervisor, you are dedicated to helping your company or agency fulfill its mission and at the same time you are committed to fairness and empathy for your staffers and coworkers. There is often a difference in direction between the two goals.

      The employee you are evaluating is likely to be tense and sometimes highly defensive. After all, your words are by definition a judgment about her abilities and intent, and to a great extent you are determining her livelihood.

      Therefore, one of the most important things you need to do is be prepared with a specific agenda for the evaluation. Know what you plan to say, and stick to the script.

      Here are step-by-step suggestions for a well-prepared evaluation session:

      Greeting.Start the review with a warm greeting and perhaps some very brief small talk to help relax tensions and create an atmosphere more conducive to the review.

      Summary.Be sure that the employee understands exactly how his or her overall performance ranks. Summarize the overall performance first and then explain what the rating means. Don't announce any salary changes at this point. If you don't give the summary at the beginning of the review, the employee will spend the rest of the review trying to figure out your judgment of his or her overall performance, based on your comments.

      The employee might want to discuss the rating immediately after you offer it. Put this off until you have reviewed the employee's strengths and weaknesses thoroughly.

      Strengths.Unless an employee's performance is unsatisfactory, compliment him or her on both major and minor strengths as they relate to the job. Avoid saying anything negative until you have reviewed his or her strengths. You can either be specific or general in describing strengths.

      Weaknesses.Unless an employee's performance has been truly exceptional, you should offer comments on areas of weakness, or at least suggest room for improvement. In reviewing weaknesses, be as specific as possible. For example, rather than saying, “You have a poor attitude,” cite a specific example of his or her behavior, such as “You are often late for company meetings and several times throughout the year you complained incessantly about company policies.”

      Feedback.After you have discussed an employee's weaknesses, you should give that person an opportunity to air his or her thoughts. Listen politely until the person is done. Avoid being argumentative, but do let the employee know that his or her feedback has not affected your review. For example, you may want to say, “I understand that you don't agree with what I have said, but my perception of your overall performance remains as I have stated it.”

      Closing.Unless the employee's performance is substantially less than satisfactory, try to end the review on a positive note. You might say, “The company and I very much appreciate your work, and we are glad to have you here.”
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      LEGAL MATTERS


      AN EMPLOYER-EMPLOYEE RELATIONSHIP is in some ways like a marriage — happy and productive when things go well, but tense and threatening when they don't.

      It takes a great deal of tact and careful attention to the feelings-and rights-of others to encourage a dismissed employee to exit gracefully. And it takes relatively little to push someone into a position where they feel it necessary to hire a lawyer to file suit. (As any lawyer will tell you, anyone can file a lawsuit whether they have good grounds to do so or not.)

      There are three things you must do to protect yourself and your company or organization:

      
        	
Stay within state and federal laws that oversee employment and dismissal procedures. Keep current on employment law, and if possible work closely with a professional human resources manager or attorney. If your company or agency is a party to a collective bargaining agreement, be sure you follow all of its requirements. Always involve your human resources department or attorney in any situation that comes near legal or contractual issues.

        	
Be consistent in your handling of all employees with similar assignments and responsibilities. Create, update, and use job descriptions as a benchmark to measure performance. Company and organizational policies should be published in a handbook or otherwise readily available for review at any time. Be consistent in procedures for evaluations and salary reviews to affirm fairness and equal treatment for all.

        	
Conduct evaluations as objectively as possible. Concentrate on performance and acts rather than the personal attributes of the employee. Back up judgments with specific examples wherever possible.

      

      Pitfalls to Avoid

      The good news is that very few of us are consciously racist, sexist, ageist, or prejudiced against someone's religious or personal beliefs.

      The bad news is that many of us can and do inadvertently stray across the line; the damage that results may be a momentary upset or may lead to a serious legal matter.

      Laws and court rulings have established limited situations in which an employer can specify that applicants must be of a particular size, weight, or physical capability; in even more limited circumstances, the employer can exclude someone on the basis of sex. The loopholes are supposed to be limited to bona fide occupational qualifications where a characteristic is a necessary job requirement.

      For example, if the job requires lifting ninety-pound sacks of cement, the employer can reject someone unable to perform that act; the requirement must be reasonable and consistently applied to all applicants. A church can in certain circumstances require that an employee be an adherent, and a health club can insist that an attendant in the women's locker room be female. But it is probably not a bona fide occupational requirement that a librarian be a six-foot-tall male or that a sales clerk in a shoe store be a woman.

      In any case, the book in your hands deals with evaluations of employees who are already on the payroll, and here the prohibitions against employee discrimination are more clear-cut.

      In general, in an employee evaluation (and in most other situations), never refer to an employee's:

      
        	age

        	court or legal record

        	marital status

        	physical disability

        	political position

        	race

        	religion

        	sex

        	sexual preference

        	weight

      

      Unless it is germane to the job or violates properly developed company policy, do not refer to an employee's style of dress or grooming, personal life, or activities conducted in private life.

      If you have the slightest shadow of a doubt about the appropriateness of any comment you plan to make as a supervisor, consult with your company's or agency's human resources department or lawyer before you say or write a word.

      Performance Review Legal Issues

      Sometimes it may seem as if the very act of conducting an employee evaluation is a damned-if-you-do and damned-if-you-don't situation. You fear that the very act of evaluating an employee opens you to a Pandora's Box of legal or collective bargaining agreement disputes. But the failure to conduct an evaluation can damage your company's or agency's ability to meet its goals or maintain an effective and productive workplace.

      In some instances, a middle ground — a toothless and meaningless review conducted just for the sake of appearances — can cause problems in both directions: legal challenges for lack of consistency and workplace issues from dissatisfied staff.

      The biggest job-related legal problems are often a direct result of unrealistic employment reviews. Managers often avoid conflict by failing to appraise a poor employee performance accurately and truthfully. Later, if the company fires the employee, it is easier for that employee to claim discrimination and offer his or her performance reviews as evidence of adequacy to carry out the job requirements.
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