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Introduction and Mantra: Better Managers 
 
Performance Pearls is a collection of my thoughts and observations about performance management along with 

discussion, tips, and recommendations for its actual practice. Writing on this topic came about because I feel 

strongly that the work of managers is critically important. So strongly, it’s my business mantra. 

 

According to Wikipedia, a mantra is a 'sound, syllable, word, or group of words that is considered capable of 

"creating transformation".' This mantra came to me last year speaking to a group about employee engagement 

and whether it's the intrinsic or the extrinsic stuff in the workplace that really engages people. I think it is both.  

 

But here is the kicker: Research has found that the immediate supervisor is the factor that most impacts 

employee satisfaction, commitment, and engagement. While talking about this, my mantra became clear: Better 

Managers. I want my work to contribute to personal and organizational transformation through better 

supervisors and managers. 

 

I have believed for a very long time that managers' influence is profound. Yes, supervisors affect the bottom 

line and in the course of their work, juggle many tasks. But, in my opinion, what is most important is how 

supervisors affect the lives of their direct reports. You have worked for good managers; you have worked for 

bad managers. You know what a difference it makes.  

 

Rotten people managers create a pretty dim quality of life for employees which in turn impacts their personal 

lives including spouses, kids, and communities. Great people managers make their people feel better, even in 

tough industries, situations, and economies.   

 

I am not suggesting the focus be on the employee experience at the expense of company outcomes. What I'm 

saying, and the research supports it, is better managers create better employee experiences and desired results 

follow. 

 

Bad management manifests in many ways and a recent post on the HBR Blog Network points out that it takes 

many forms. Often the action taken or the inaction is because the manager just doesn't know what to do. 

Fortunately, training and development can enhance management quality.   

 

So what does the mantra Better Managers mean?  

 You need to be a better manager. Great managers have a continuous improvement mindset and are 

always working to improve. 

 You need to be developing your people to be better managers.  

 You need to be working for a good manager. If you aren't, you are probably looking for a better 

opportunity. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mantra
http://blogs.hbr.org/cs/2012/07/how_damaging_is_a_bad_boss_exa.html
http://blogs.hbr.org/cs/2012/07/how_damaging_is_a_bad_boss_exa.html
http://blogs.hbr.org/cs/2012/08/are_you_sure_youre_not_a_bad_b.html?awid=7024940996739244532-3271


 

 

 

Better Managers. Better Managers. Better Managers. Repeat the mantra with me and let's create transformation. 

 

Better Managers. It’s the reason for this book.  

 

 

 

 

   



 

 

Part One: Terms 
 

Performance Management (PM) refers to everything an organization does to get employees to perform. Its basis is 

the job analysis, selection system, and job description but also includes any and all formal and informal means 

of motivating employees. Measurement, feedback, training, and development are the most obvious activities of 

PM. The total rewards package is also a key component.  

 

Performance Appraisal (PA) is just a part of performance management but the one that gets the most attention. It 

is the combination of measurement and feedback. Most people have really negative feelings about PA and 

many think it is all that performance management means.  

 

 



 

 

Part Two: The Art 

Everybody's Story 

Storytelling is all the rage these days in marketing and public speaking. Every week I see at least one blog post 

or video about the importance of the 'story'. 

 

This emphasis on storytelling reminded me of a conversation I had with an Iranian women I met at the 

2009 SIOP annual conference in New Orleans. I told her I had read Persepolis, the autobiographical graphic 

novel about a girl's experience coming of age during the Islamic revolution. That's 'everybody's story' she replied 

when I mentioned some of the awful events described in the book.  

 

At that very same conference, numerous people related to me conversations they were having with New 

Orleanians and their tales of Katrina such as being trapped on roofs, flooded homes, and family or friends who 

still hadn't returned because of no place to stay. I realized that's everybody's story in New Orleans. 

 

The people of the NE are struggling through their everybody’s story right now but I'm sure they'll emerge from 

Sandy's aftermath with a bond and a connection and a powerful sense of community because of it. Seems to be 

what happens when you are part of a big story.  

 

And, it's not only tough experiences that create stories and bring people to together. Ask anyone whose team 

has ever won a championship about that.  

 

What is everybody's story in your organization? Does it bind your people together giving them strength and 

purpose? Do your employees know that story? 

 

It's a Lot 

Managing performance is managing relationships. Each employee relationship is significant. If you have three 

employees, you are in three significant relationships. If you have a dozen employees, you are in a dozen 

significant relationships. Fifty employees, fifty relationships. Five hundred employees, five hundred 

relationships. Five thousand? Fifty thousand? Five hundred thousand? 

 

How good are your relationships and your relationship skills? If you're not sure, do a 360 assessment to find 

out. If you need to improve, include it in your development plan and create a strategy for growing in this area. 

Or, consider coaching. 

 

https://www.siop.org/default.aspx
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Persepolis_(comics)


 

 

Right the 1st Time 

In the incredibly complex world of work, especially the service sector, getting things right the first time is a 

challenge. 

 

As a manager, do you regularly monitor and give feedback to employees about this? Is work done right the first 

time something you notice and reward? 

 

As a customer, I notice. 

 

What I love 

You know what I love? I love interacting with employees who really know their stuff - like the other night at 

the bar of Cochon, a fab restaurant with a sophisticated menu of complex items. We could not decide what 

food to order and it was wonderful that the bartender could describe specifically what the different dishes were 

and how they were prepared. 

 

Contrast this with another recent dining-out experience when we were served by a waiter who couldn't tell us 

what beers were available. Or my credit union where employees don't always know the correct answer to 

customer questions. 

 

How do those places with the great employees do it? I believe that kind of service comes from smart, 

conscientious, trained, and motivated employees whose skilled supervisors pay attention in an engaging and 

alive organization culture. 

 

So many variable and challenging pieces to get right. It is tough because each part must be managed both 

separately and in combination. Some of these moving parts need to be tightly controlled and others should be 

handled like you would hold a baby bird. 

 

When you leave a place talking about the cool and helpful service, you're usually not thinking about the great 

managers and supervisors. But they were there. 

 

And, an operation that makes that kind of service look easy? Wow. 

 

Gut Check 

LSU Lady Tigers’ basketball Head Coach Nikki Caldwell spoke at a luncheon I attended. Even though her style 

is casual and relaxed, she said some pretty profound things. This comes as no surprise though because she 

http://www.cochonrestaurant.com/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nikki_Caldwell


 

 

played college ball and also coached at Tennessee for Pat Summitt, one of the greatest coaches of all time. She 

then went on to more success as a coach at UCLA. 

 

Coach Caldwell believes the foundation of leadership is sacrifice and service. 

 

What I found most fascinating in her talk (and the reason for this post) is an activity she does during practice 

called "gut check". She takes a mirror out to the practice court and at some point during practice blows her 

whistle. All her players know to line up in front of the mirror and one by one walk up to it, look at themselves 

and then give their reflection either a thumbs up or a thumbs down. A thumbs up means 'I'm giving my all, my 

absolute best effort'. A thumbs down indicates less. 

 

What a great check in! Look at yourself - are you doing what you should be doing? Are you giving your all? As 

a manager, are you providing a mechanism for your direct reports to reflect on their work? Are your employees 

giving their absolute best effort? Taking time to consider and acknowledge current level of performance is key 

to improvement and growth. 

 

I really love the idea of a Gut Check and can think of many times and ways to use it, both personally and 

professionally. Thanks Coach! 

 

Your Raison d'être 

Recently spent a week in Chicago. One of the 'can't miss' attractions we visited was the Willis Tower, formerly 

known as the Sears Tower. When it was built by Sears in 1973, it was the tallest building in the world. Being 

there made me wonder about Sears Roebuck, their glory days and how they came to their current situation. 

I won't detail their decline, just share a story. Someone I know went to Sears on July 4 (3 weeks ago) and 

bought a Stearns and Foster mattress for around $2000. I tell you how much they spent so you know this was 

not a chump-change transaction. What's crazy though, is the person still does not have the mattress! After a 

series of problems, many phone calls and basically a comedy of errors, it is supposed to be delivered this 

Friday. I have my doubts. 

In less than 50 words, I think what happened is that Sears was a juggernaut of American retail, so great that 

they built the tallest building in the world, moved into the building, and then lost sight of their customers. Hard 

to see the man on the street from the 101st floor! 

At some point Sears forgot that providing shoppers with good value and service was their raison d'être (a French 

expression meaning reason for existence). Ultimately, they sold and moved out of their magnificent building 

and eventually lost the naming rights. The building is now called the Willis Tower for the London-based 

insurance broker Willis Group Holdings, Ltd. that occupies office space in the tower. 



 

 

Maybe I read too much into the message physical structures communicate but it's interesting. I worked at the 

United Parcel Services corporate headquarters in Atlanta and was told that the company was determined to 

keep the buildings level with the tree line. Many people don't even realize the HQ of a Fortune 100 company is 

located in their midst. Another example is Walmart's corporate office in Bentonville, Arkansas. The building 

was the original Walmart general office warehouse before it was converted in the 1980s and based on what I 

saw of it in CNBC's The Age of Walmart documentary, was not designed to impress. 

I have concerns about a university in my community that recently built a new complex for their college of 

business. The administration is in a building separate from where the majority of faculty offices and classrooms 

are located. They look to be connected by walkways but the buildings are separate. Further, the administration 

building is taller than the other two in the complex and from the outside seems a bit fancier. Time will tell. 

I believe that when you lose sight of your raison d'être, things can fall apart. 

What is your reason for existence? Does it guide your actions and your work? Are you smack dab in the middle 

of your reason to be or have you somehow found a way to separate yourself from it, to live away from it, to 

look down on it from above? The more you align your day to day activities and your behavior with your raison 

d'être, the more success and satisfaction you will have. 

Not sure of your raison d'être? I can help you with that. 

 

Clean Energy 

I recently attended the awesome Revenue Rocks coaching conference and want to give a big shout out 

to Michele Woodward, Nona Jordan, Jeanette Maw and Fabeku Fatunmise for generously sharing what they 

know and do. 

We talked about the idea that the kind of energy you bring forth affects the outcomes that you get. 

This means you need to process the stuff from your past that may not have turned out like you wanted or may 

even have been painful, until there is no negative charge associated with whatever happened. The goal is to 

neutralize that negative energy. Past stuff can include many things - relationships, career, jobs, your money 

legacy, your family, etc. 

I work with people on career growth and management - leadership issues. It is not unusual for someone to be 

hung up by the way their last job unraveled or by the after effects of a cruel, crazy former boss who did a 

number on them. I can definitely empathize having had a range of work experiences myself. But, to be a great 

employee or manager or to put your best self forward in a job search, you've got to clean up those bad feelings. 

Here are a few ways to neutralize negative energy: 

 talk it out with a trusted friend or family member 

 write it up, in detail 

 write a letter to the person you feel wronged by (not necessary or even advisable to mail it) 

http://michelewoodward.com/
http://nonajordan.com/
http://www.goodvibecoach.com/
http://www.fabeku.com/


 

 

 read what you've written aloud until the charge is gone or burn it or bury it 

 ask God to help you be free of it 

 meditate on it with the intention of letting go 

 really examine your thoughts and work to change them 

If you're not having luck getting past your past, a good coach can help. Sometimes an experience is so 

traumatic that working with a mental health professional is a better option. 

How do you know when you've succeeded?  You are probably done with the past if you can tell the story aloud 

in a generic, no-intensity way. And once you are there, Congratulations! Moving forward will be much easier. 
  

Understanding 

Gee whiz, communicating with people is so complex nowadays. I can think of more than half-a-dozen 

channels right off the bat: phone, e-mail, direct message, fb, twitter, linkedin, text and the US Mail. 

I am no communication expert but want to share my thoughts anyway. 

You have to understand all these channels if you want to effectively communicate across the spectrum. 

Communication preference may be the newest facet of diversity. 

Businesses should communicate with customers in the customer's preferred mode, especially if it's about a 

problem they are having with your service or product. If your customer fb messages you, reply via fb message. 

If they e-mail you, reply by e-mail. If they call you, call them back. I spend a lot of time on the phone while 

working so my preference is to deal with other matters by e-mail. 

If managers want to effectively communicate with employees, same concept applies - understand and be fluent 

in the preferred communication mode and use it.  

I've never seen this one written up but often hear people voice frustration because of it. Contact someone once 

and then wait for their response. Unless it is a real emergency, multiple messages can be very annoying. 

The complexity is driven by technology and technology is constantly changing. You know the drill - be nimble, 

adaptable, flexible, and open to change. 

 

My Dog is an Extrovert  

Of that I am sure. Pearl draws energy from being around all creatures including humans, dogs, and cats. You 

can see her enthusiasm as she interacts with any and everyone; she gets so excited we worry she might pop. If 

Pearl sees someone behind us on a walk, she will sit refusing to move, and wait for them to catch up so she can 

say hello. And this dog really loves a parade (except for the drums). 

 



 

 

The Extroversion/Introversion dichotomy was popularized by Carl Jung and is a way to describe where people 

direct their attention and get their energy. Extroverts prefer to be outer focused and involved in activities with 

others and get energy from being around people. Extroverts enjoy being ‘outside their self’. 

 

The Extroversion/Introversion dimension is often conceptualized as a continuum and at the opposite end are 

introverts, people who have a preference for their inner world of ideas and thoughts. They recharge from time 

alone and enjoy being ‘inside their self’. According to Jung, we all have an innate preference for either 

extroversion or introversion, just like being right or left-handed. That’s not to say that Introverts can’t engage 

in extroverted behavior successfully and vice-versa. 

 

The recent buzz about Introversion has slowed since Susan Cain’s wonderful book Quiet: The Power of 

Introverts in a World that Can’t Stop Talking hit bookstore shelves more than a year ago. But I’m glad for the 

conversation it created around the idea that people differ on something as fundamental as where one directs 

their attention and gets energized. 

 

Understanding whether another person is naturally an introvert or an extrovert can help us all interact more 

effectively with others at home, school, or work. 

 

Are you an introvert or an extrovert? What about your dog? 

 

Mindset 

Every now and then someone says to me "you are just so smart you can do anything" which really irks me. I 

know it is meant as a compliment but the logic of the statement seems to discount all the hard work I've done 

as well as the reality of failure which has happened before and will certainly happen again. 

 

For a long time, I could not articulate why this bugged me so but the work of Carol Dweck and the idea of 

mindset provides the framework I've needed to explain it. Dweck is a researcher at Stanford and based on 

twenty plus years of research has identified two distinct mindsets - fixed and growth. For a good overview of 

the concept, listen to an interview with Carol Dweck here.  

 

From her website:  

 People with a fixed mindset believe basic qualities, like intelligence and talent, are fixed traits. They 

spend time documenting their intelligence or talent instead of developing them. In addition they think 

talent alone creates success—without effort.  

 People with a growth mindset believe that abilities can be developed through dedication and hard 

work and that brains and talent are just the starting point. They also love learning and possess the 

resilience necessary to accomplish great things. 

http://www.thepowerofintroverts.com/about-the-book/
http://www.thepowerofintroverts.com/about-the-book/
http://mindsetonline.com/
http://howshereallydoesit.com/podcast/2012/11/carol-dweck-2/
http://mindsetonline.com/whatisit/about/index.html


 

 

 

Someone who says "you are so smart, you can do anything" likely has a fixed mindset and attributes success to 

a fixed trait. They believe people have it or they don't. People with a growth mindset believe talent can be 

developed, know they can improve, learn from mistakes, and almost get a buzz from the challenge. 

 

I've been thinking a lot about mindset because last week I participated in New Orleans Entrepreneur Week. 

The crowd was a great mix - old, young, black, white, Asian, Hispanic, and pretty much every other facet of 

diversity out there. I talked to artists and fashion designers and musicians as well as attorneys and MBAs and 

yes, even academics! A VERY diverse group indeed. Monday's keynote speaker, Walter Isaacson, traced the 

history of entrepreneurship in NOLA and eloquently pointed out its relationship to diversity and creativity. 

 

NOEW brought many diverse types together but we were all connected by a common mindset - a growth 

mindset. People were there to learn, develop, and connect. Some had failed before, many knew failure was a 

distinct possibility, but everyone was on fire about their idea. It was great to be part of such a gathering. 

 

One final thought - mindset can change. Someone with a fixed mindset when young can absolutely develop a 

growth mindset later in life.  

 

Leadership Kaleidoscope 

The other day we tried a recently opened restaurant. The manager greeted us when we entered and then he 

walked to the back and chewed out the waitress in plain sight. We stood there embarrassed, trying to figure out 

if we needed to be seated or order at the register. The waitress ran right past me with big tears in her eyes. 

Later, after we sat down, I heard the manager in the kitchen yelling "I'm not being mean; I'm a good teacher 

and coach! Nobody wants direction anymore". I wrote it on a napkin so I wouldn't forget his exact words.  

 

The Ohio State Leadership Studies of the 1950s identified two main factors or leadership behaviors - initiating 

structure and consideration. This restaurant incident is an example of initiating structure - a manager defining 

actions and how tasks should be accomplished. Consideration refers to interpersonal and relationship 

behaviors such as being friendly, approachable, treating others as equals, and showing concern for people's 

welfare. It was not demonstrated. 

 

In terms of emotional intelligence (EQ), one of the most popular leadership concepts today, this manager 

seems low in social skills (i.e., managing relationships to achieve desired outcomes) as well as empathy (i.e., 

understanding other's feelings). These are two of the five original dimensions of EQ identified by Daniel 

Goleman.  

 

http://ideavillage.org/how_it_works/noew/
http://theadvocate.com/news/5475576-123/cutoff-mans-device-to-fight
http://www.aspeninstitute.org/about/about-walter-isaacson
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ohio_State_leadership
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emotional_intelligence


 

 

A long history of leadership research exists. I see the various theories, models and frameworks building on each 

other, providing different perspectives, and serving as mirror pieces in the kaleidoscope for analyzing it. The 

value is that defining the behavior is a good first step to improving the behavior. It is handy to know a variety 

of ways to conceptualize leadership because situations differ and one size does not fit all.  

 

Power of Thanks 

Letting people know you notice their performance and are grateful for their hard work goes far. In the digital 

age, a handwritten note stands out. Sending it to the employee's home, where their family can see evidence that 

their loved one is appreciated is nice. 

 

Year End 

If you have good employees take the time now to sit down with them, look them in the eye and tell them you 

appreciate the work they have done in the last year. Really see them and let them know they are valued. Don't 

do this electronically or by phone or combined with other stuff. It need not take a lot of time. 

 

Time for Greatness 

Get around some greatness. You can find it all over the place - in architecture, museums, books, nature, 

community, movies, art, people, music, history, science. Get near it and absorb that energy. Do this while you 

are setting your goals for the New Year. Breathe greatness in and infuse it into your plans for the coming year. 

 

My husband and I are fortunate to spend a lot of time in New Orleans where we stay a block away from the 

National WWII Museum. I simply can not get enough of that place. It is full of artifacts from a time when 

mere mortals became great and fought and beat back heinous evil forces. 

 

Besides the stuff and stories on display, we regularly see current and veteran members of our armed services 

visiting - people who sacrificed much for the greater good. To be around them and this history fills me with 

awe and admiration. I wonder will my life and work ever make that kind of difference in the world.  

 

Recently, the B-17 bomber named My Gal Sal with an interesting history was moved to the museum campus. It 

was in pieces in the parking lot by us for a couple of weeks and we were able to get pretty close. Standing so 

near something from that era can really choke me up.  

 

Now is the time for setting goals and making plans. Do it in a mindset of greatness and then go forth to 

achieve it.    

 

http://www.ddaymuseum.org/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/My_Gal_Sal_(aircraft)


 

 

If your plans call for change, think about what you are listening to. I'm a big believer in the inspirational power 

of music to support and fuel transition. I've added a couple of new ones to the playlist.  

 

Happy New Year everyone!! 

 

Recognition oops! #1 

An employee is announced as the winner of a company award and the presenter gets the person's name 

wrong. Oops. 

 

Complicity 

Complicity is an interesting word. 

 

It is defined by Dictionary.com as the state of being an accomplice; partnership or involvement in wrong 

doing: complicity in a crime. 

 

From Wikipedia - An individual is complicit in a crime if he/she is aware of its occurrence and has the ability 

to report the crime, but fails to do so. As such, the individual effectively allows criminals to carry out a crime 

despite possibly being able to stop them, either directly or by contacting the authorities, thus making the 

individual a de-facto accessory to the crime rather than an innocent bystander. 

 

Current events in the football program at Penn State and past events involving Catholic priests make me think 

about complicity. 

 

Can managers be complicit? Is it OK to not take action when aware of other managers in the organization 

engaged in wrongdoing? Maybe it's not something illegal, just inappropriate. Or maybe not even inappropriate, 

just unfair. Is it OK for a manager to look the other way when they know an employee is being treated 

unfairly? 

 

Complicity is an interesting word. 

 

Recognition oops! #2 

Weeks after the anniversary date, an employee receives a certificate via company mail recognizing ten years of 

service to the organization. No note, just the certificate. Not one person mentions the accomplishment. Oops. 

 

http://laurawolfephd.com/2013/turn-and-face-the-strange-ch-ch-changes/
http://laurawolfephd.com/2013/turn-and-face-the-strange-ch-ch-changes/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Complicity


 

 

You Have What Kind of Reputation?? 

Awhile back I took a "Yoga for Prosperity" series with gifted teacher Amy Pickholtz. It is based on the 

teachings of Kundalini Yoga, specifically Yogi Bajhan. In one class, Amy told us that Yogi Bajhan always said 

that "To prosper, you must help others prosper". 

 

I think I've always known this but since then, I've really given it some thought. I definitely see it in action in the 

lives, careers, and work of my coaching mentors/teachers, Michele Woodward and Pam Slim. And, I realize 

this philosophy is the basis of my beliefs regarding performance management. Really successful managers focus 

a lot of energy on making their employees prosper. 

 

I experienced it working for Mike, a pretty good developer of people. Even though our workloads were heavy 

and our travel schedules full, Mike always managed to provide feedback - both formal and informal - to me and 

the rest of the team. I think I once had my annual review in a Baskin-Robbins located in a gas station on I-20 

in Alabama! Like I said, we stayed crazy busy but that performance discussion did happen. In addition, he was 

fully supportive of his employees' training and development interests. Over time, I saw that Mike's reputation 

as an employee developer was known beyond our group, because others in the company regularly asked to join 

our team in order to work for him. 

 

Be the Lighthouse; Be the Forklift 

Here are two simple but powerful metaphors for managers. 

 

Be the Lighthouse: 

 enable those around you to safely reach their destination 

 light the path to the ultimate goal 

 keep employees from crashing into obstacles along the way 

 guide and encourage others 

 be a beacon of safety and security during dark and stormy periods 

 

Be the Forklift: 

 lift up your employees as needed 

 be a source of strength when there is too much for one person to handle 

 help others move forward with their heavy load 

 

This management wisdom comes from Kundalini yoga, Yogi Bhajan and gifted yoga teacher Amy Pickholtz. 

 

http://michelewoodward.com/
http://www.escapefromcubiclenation.com/


 

 

Performance Management Quote #1 

“Feedback is a gift.”   

--Donna Sylvan 

 

Loose Lips  

I recently had lunch with Allison, a quite accomplished woman. Since graduating college twenty years ago, she 

has had a phenomenal career working for a series of very successful organizations before taking her current 

position as the Executive Vice-President/Chief Operations Officer for a privately held company. Over lunch 

she shared with me some of her challenges. 

 

A topic in particular struck a nerve and I believe it is worthy of a blog post. Allison told me that her office is 

within earshot of the CEO's office and he regularly talks about employees when they aren't around. And not 

just a little bit and not quietly. He does it all the time and says some pretty rotten stuff about people in the 

company who aren't there to defend themselves. It's so bad that Allison often works with earbuds in, listening 

to music, or with her door closed. 

 

Years ago, I worked for a guy who taught me a lot about being a good manager. One thing he absolutely, 

positively would not allow was for someone on our team to talk about a team member when they were not 

present. He was totally hardcore about this and would shut you down if you attempted to do so. So nobody did 

it because we all knew this unwritten team rule. 

 

Consider another example: A friend had a coworker who regularly talked about people in their workgroup. She 

knew this because she often interacted with this guy. My friend's position changed so she had much less 

contact with the coworker and before long she began to suspect he probably now spent a lot of time talking 

about her! 

 

If you are a supervisor or a manager who talks about your employees, people notice and it likely makes them 

uncomfortable. They may wonder what you say about them when they aren't around. But, because you are in a 

position of authority, it is unlikely anyone will call you on it. 

 

During World War II, the phrase "Loose Lips Might Sink Ships" was coined by the US Office of War 

Information as part of their effort to limit the possibility of people accidentally giving useful information to 

enemy spies. How about an update to this slogan for 21st century managers and supervisors - "Loose Lips 

Damage RelationShips"? For a manager or supervisor hoping to get the most out of employees, a relationship 

built on a foundation of integrity and trust is key. If your employees suspect you're talking about them when 

they aren't present, integrity and trust can be compromised. 

 



 

 

The basic ideas here - don't talk about others and don't gossip - are lessons we all learned as kids. Let's just put 

them into practice as managers and adults. 

 

You Haven't Done Nothin' 

My coaching and consulting practice is all about helping people navigate the world of work and helping 

managers become better at what they do. The following story holds a good lesson for managers and 

supervisors. 

 

A friend got a new manager who decided right away to address a department issue so immediately formed a 

committee. At the first meeting of the committee, the manager presented some relevant data in an unusual way. 

No one thought too much about it, until a month later there was a big data dump in the organization that was 

totally out of the control of the manager and committee. A lot of information was now readily available and it 

became clear, based on this, that the manager had presented the earlier data in the weird way to conceal some 

significant inequities in the department. 

 

Once my friend realized what was going on, she could NEVER trust what the manager said or did again; a 

shadow of doubt was always there. And this happened in the guy's 3rd month as a manager! He destroyed trust 

and had done it practically right out of the gate. Not good. My friend continued reporting to him for several 

years but lost all motivation to go above and beyond as a contributor in the work group. In the words of the 

academic research, she stopped engaging in organizational citizenship behaviors. 

 

Deception in the workplace is very often found out and usually results in undesirable consequences. If you find 

yourself in a situation that compels you to deceive co-workers, either just don't go there or just spill the beans. 

An ideal solution to this typically does not exist. But I believe it's true - when you deceive, trouble you weave. 

Once you are busted, the negative perceptions of others are hard to overcome and trust is tough to regain. 

 

The words of Stevie Wonder sum it up: "But when misled, who knows, a person's mind Can turn as cold as ice, un 

hum"! Can't think of a better way to say it; such great language - a mind as cold as ice. Definitely something a 

manager doesn't want in an employee. For complete lyrics, click here.   

 

This particular Stevie song (You Haven't Done Nothin') is one of my favorites. And I must digress, hearing it 

always reminds me of post-Katrina New Orleans. But that's another post... 

 

Speaking of Stevie Wonder and New Orleans, we ALWAYS listen to a Stevie Wonder greatest hits collection 

on the way to the Fest (i.e., the New Orleans Jazz and Heritage Festival), the BEST music festival of all time 

IMHO. If you've ever seen Irma Thomas (the soul queen of New Orleans) there on the first Saturday, you've 

http://www.lyricstime.com/stevie-wonder-you-haven-t-done-nothin-lyrics.html


 

 

probably seen her show open with a cover of Stevie Wonder's Superstition. Those amazing rhythms are a great 

warm up for her show. 

 

In 2011, on the first Sunday of the fest, after watching Dr. John for awhile, I made a loop around the grounds 

and saw (in this order) Pete Fountain, The Decemberists, Tom Jones, John Legend & The Roots, and finally, 

John Mellencamp. If I hadn't been so worn out at the end, I would have gone by the Blues Tent to catch Arlo 

Guthrie. What a great afternoon it was! 

 

Psychedelic Engagement 

My husband and I caught the Psychedelic Furs at the House of Blues in New Orleans a few years ago and the 

show we saw totally rocked! It was exceptional for many reasons: 

 

 The night brought out friends I’d hung with during the 80s, a really fun time, and it was great to hang 

with them again. 

 The Furs did two sets – the first was their album Talk, Talk, Talk (which includes Pretty in Pink) in its 

entirety and the second set was greatest hits. 

 Saxophonist Mars Williams totally poured his heart out for two hours. For me, it doesn't get much 

better than the sound of a saxophone! 

 

You may be wondering how this relates to management, a topic I often write about. Well, in addition to the 

above, the show was fantastic because lead singer Richard Butler and his brother Tim the bass guitarist 

were totally into it, really connecting with the audience and clearly having a blast. You could see it and you 

could feel it. 

 

Musicians are artists, yes, but that night they were also service providers. What we paid for was to be 

entertained and we were not disappointed. If only all service providers could be so into what they do and really 

connect with their customers. 

 

Academic researchers refer to this as employee engagement, a term for which many definitions exist. Mathis 

and Jackson define it as “the extent to which an employee feels linked to organizational success”. In a 

recent Journal of Business and Psychology article, engaged employees were described as those who feel 

commitment and empowerment and are involved and passionate about their work. They also demonstrate 

commitment, passion, involvement, and empowerment in their behavior. The Psychedelic Furs were and did all 

of those things that night. 

 

The article goes on to describe aspects of performance management that can lead to increased engagement: 

 setting performance and development goals 

http://cultivatecc.us4.list-manage2.com/track/click?u=e93394a618aea9521fa102947&id=4bb644a2d9&e=47b3dfcb11
http://cultivatecc.us4.list-manage2.com/track/click?u=e93394a618aea9521fa102947&id=4bb644a2d9&e=47b3dfcb11
http://cultivatecc.us4.list-manage.com/track/click?u=e93394a618aea9521fa102947&id=835935332b&e=47b3dfcb11


 

 

 providing ongoing feedback and recognition 

 managing employee development 

 conducting mid-year and end-year appraisals 

 building a climate of trust and empowerment 

 

I certainly can’t explain how the Furs manage their performance to be so engaged but my newsletter and blog 

posts often explore the above and other performance management practices. A lesson here is that employee 

engagement can be cultivated. 

 

Finally, some Psychedelic Furs trivia to close: According to Wikipedia, Pretty in Pink is a metaphor for “naked” 

and Richard Butler believes the movie totally misrepresented this original meaning. I never knew that until 

now. Did you?  

 

Fun 

Iko Iko! 

(not sure what this means exactly; I just wanted to say it) 

 

Mardi Gras Day is next Tuesday but parades have been rolling for a few weeks now. How wonderful to have 

time dedicated for a community party! It makes me think about workplace fun and how to make it happen in a 

serious, focused company. 

 

Years ago I worked for such an organization. Our employee opinion survey was designed around the 

company's core values and one was being a great place to work (GPTW). In our survey feedback meeting, my 

team learned that we were not so convinced it was a GPTW.  

 

Action planning targeting the problem happened next and we came up with a plan. We decided to draw names 

first of each year. Everyone had to bring a birthday cake for another's birthday. Because we were a ten person 

team, this meant we started gathering regularly to hang out while eating cake. Over time, it evolved into a really 

cool thing. People used sneaky tactics to figure out the birthday person's favorite cake. Or possibly, brownies 

with ice-cream and fudge sauce instead. Birthdays became something special and we had fun doing it.  

 

To you, this may sound like too simple a solution or maybe even a dumb one. But for us, it worked! That was 

fifteen years ago and sometimes on my birthday or that of a former team-mate, I will remember those little 

work celebrations and smile. 

 

Plus, over time, our GPTW scores went up. This is a great example of how the survey feedback process really 

can work. 

http://cultivatecc.us4.list-manage.com/track/click?u=e93394a618aea9521fa102947&id=3e4e482b0f&e=47b3dfcb11


 

 

 

Happy Mardi Gras!! 

 

Emotional Intelligence (EI) 

What: EI, a facet of intelligence, is a person's ability to identify, assess, and control their emotions as well as 

the emotions of others including groups. 

 

Who: Daniel Goleman is one of the most prominent EI researchers, especially as EI relates to leadership and 

organization behavior. 

 

How: according to Goleman, EI manifests in four ways: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, 

relationship management. 

 

When: the concept emerged during the 1990s and has become a recognized and understood term in the world 

of management and leadership development. 

 

Why: EI is related to the effectiveness of leaders and managers. 

 

Self Awareness (SA) 

SA is one of the constructs of Emotional Intelligence identified by Daniel Goleman and has been referred to as 

the basic building block of Emotional Intelligence. It is essentially a person's ability to read their emotions and 

anticipate how a situation will play out.   

 

A person with this competence is able to accurately self-assess their strengths and weakness. Self-aware 

individuals also possess a healthy level of self-confidence. Self-awareness is the starting point for growth and an 

important key to change.   

 

funny stuff 

Watching TV recently (including Bridesmaids, 30 Rock, Portlandia, and Community) got me thinking about 

how much great talent Lorne Michaels has discovered and cultivated. I googled him and found some 

management tidbits: 

 

In Oprah's Master Class with Lorne Michaels he says: "My only real plan was to find the most talented people I 

could find. It had to be people that made you laugh, but it also had to be people that you could drive across 

country with and not kill." 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emotional_intelligence
http://www.oprah.com/own-master-class/Lorne-Michaels-Master-Class-Quotes/3#ixzz1rDxeFXcI


 

 

 

These quotes are from an interview with him done by Alec Baldwin for the radio show Here's the Thing: 

 

LM: "...so you know you try and get the best out of people. If you look around the room and you’re the 

smartest person in the room, then you’re in the wrong room." 

 

LM: "Yeah, the only way you can manage creative people is with very loose reigns. I think if you’re all over 

everything between dress and air, you know what that meeting is like and it’s just – there’s no more appeal 

then." 

 

Baldwin concluded about Lorne Michaels that "He’s a rare producer in that he’s truly involved in all aspects of 

production, yet he says when he does his job right, he leaves no fingerprints." 

 

What a beautiful way to manage. 

 

Performance Management Quote #2 

“Attention is a powerful nutrient. It amplifies and accelerates the situations on which it is focused.” 

--Martha Beck 

 

Better Language 

My husband has an English degree and my sister is a journalist so I am constantly reminded to use more 

precise language. 

 

Keeping that in mind and with respect to all the talented HR researchers and practitioners out there, I must 

confess that I don't like the word competencies. It has bothered me from the earliest days I heard it used, 

starting in the 90s.  

 

To me, competencies suggests competent, adequate, or possessing just enough to get by. The term I prefer 

is qualities. To me this suggests quality. No explanation needed. 

 

Just sayin... 

 

http://www.wnyc.org/shows/heresthething/2012/jan/30/transcript/
http://marthabeck.us2.list-manage1.com/track/click?u=c57068f5b1eb0f6ec956dd3b3&id=b4576b70ff&e=e76582f8c7


 

 

Trust 

Interesting conversation last week about informal feedback and my belief that regular and ongoing feedback of 

this kind is a big piece of the performance puzzle. How does trust or lack thereof in the manager-employee 

relationship affect informal feedback? 

 

My opinion is that if trust in management is lacking, most efforts to improve employee performance will be 

difficult and unsuccessful. The manager(s) responsible for the trust problem need(s) to be identified and 

removed or forced to repair their reputation. 

 

Salvaging an untrustworthy reputation is very tough and one of the few ways it can be done is for the manager 

to be of service. 

 

Wherefore Art Thou Poor Service Quality? 

Here's what's up with me today: 

 Stopped by doctor's office to pick up some medical records and they can't find the radiologist's 

report. Should have been scanned into my electronic file but was not. 

 Spoke to the person I know with the ongoing Sears mattress saga. They delivered it last Friday but did 

not bring the hardware and tools needed to put the frame together. She slept on the sofa for two 

nights. 

 

On my to-do list: 

 Call Blue Cross Blue Shield and straighten out my record because they have my birth date incorrect 

and are refusing claims. 

 Call extended warranty provider to ask why they stopped billing me. Happened not long after I called 

four months ago because they charged my credit card twice in two days.  

 

I have some ideas about why is it so difficult for companies to get things right:  

 

1. Our brains aren't really designed to handle the complexity of today's world. 

2. Employees are distracted by many things including personal e-mail, texts, voicemail, facebook posts, etc. 

on their phones. Distracted working, like distracted driving can be hazardous. 

3. Doing more with less (i.e., fewer employees) guarantees stuff slips through the cracks (but productivity is 

up!). 

4. Companies do not provide adequate training because when times get tough training goes. 

5. Supervisors were promoted because they were great technical performers, not because they are good 

performance managers. See #4. 



 

 

6. All of the above (or some combination). 

 

Tale of Three Managers 

An organization made the decision NOT to renew the contracts of their contract employees (about 10% of the 

workforce) for the next year. 

 

Managers in one division handled this information in different ways. 

 

Manager 1 let his contract employees know what was going on soon after he found out so they could plan 

accordingly. 

 

Months later, Manager 2 sent a hasty e-mail to his contract employees telling them because a local news 

organization got hold of the story and was breaking it at 5 o'clock.  

 

Manager 3 never said a word to his contract employees; they learned their fate on the 5 o'clock news. 

 

Really? 

 

Which of these guys would you want as a boss? Which would you want working for you?  

  

This story started me thinking about leadership and some interesting research I came across recently about 

authentic leadership. Authentic leaders are defined as those who are self-aware, moral, open, and objective. They 

create environments where employees can express what they feel and where employees are connected with and 

use their psychological capital (research-speak for inner strength and resources).  

 

This research found that those who reported to authentic leaders perceived greater support but here is the 

kicker - these leaders facilitated greater performance outcomes in extreme and stressful working conditions. 

 

In today's dynamic business environment, I think most workplaces go through some extreme and stressful 

conditions every year or so. It may be short-lived but it happens. Leaders who can successfully handle these 

situations should be cultivated. 

 

This is not to suggest that authentic leaders can change a circumstance like the one in the story above, they just 

more effectively support their employees through such craziness more effectively.  

 

http://www.ioatwork.com/that-its-ok-to-be-me-authentic-leadership-drives-performance-in-stressful-conditions-io-psychology/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+ioatwork+%28I%2FO+AT+WORK%29


 

 

Your Legacy 

Behavioral modeling is the most elementary way that humans learn. This means that people observe what 

others do and then do the same thing. If you're not sure about that, just let a bad word slip in front of a four 

year-old and see what happens. It is why mentoring programs are so popular and so effective. 

 

As a manager, this puts a pretty heavy burden on what you do all the time. Your people watch your actions and 

do what they see. Then they become managers and manage as they observed. Your example and influence 

continues. If you have ever wondered why a crappy manager is the way they are, just ask them about managers 

in their past. 

 

In today's organizations, managers are asked to do more than is humanly possible. So being harried and 

impatient and taking short-cuts may seem like the only way. But the view from 10,000 feet shows that what a 

manager does every day is part of a very powerful legacy that stretches years into the future. 

 

Ask yourself, "Is this the way I want my (manager) descendants to do it?" 

 

Some lessons: 

 Everything you do as a manager matters. 

 Work for great managers and just soak it up. 

 If that's not possible, make a conscious effort to not pick up the bad habits of bad managers. 

 

For those with a history of working for bad managers, consider coaching. 

 

Performance Management Quote #3 

“The jackass never won the Kentucky Derby.” 

I heard then CEO of Valassis Communication David Brandon say this at least 50 times over the years in a 

video that accompanied Mathis & Jackson’s Human Resource Management, the textbook I used when teaching 

Human Resource Management every semester for eleven years. Brandon is now University of Michigan 

Athletic Director.  

 

http://laurawolfephd.com/coaching/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Brandon
http://www.amazon.com/Human-Resource-Management-13th-Edition/dp/053845315X


 

 

Part Three: The Science 

The Sweetspot 

I have watched my weight since I was about 16. For years, I did what experts advised and only weighed once a 

week. But I've realized that what works best for me is to weigh every day when possible. I can then adjust my 

behavior (eating) based on that info.  

 

What is your optimal frequency for feedback? You have one as do all of your employees. Figure out what your 

direct reports prefer so you can tailor how you manage them for best results. 

 

Feedback from the immediate supervisor (or the scales) is an important component of that performance 

sweetspot - which of course in sports is "the place where a combination of factors results in a maximum 

response for a given amount of effort." from Wikipedia 

 

Solve for x 

Goals + x = Results 

 

??????????????? 

??????????????? 

??????????????? 

??????????????? 

??????????????? 

??????????????? 

??????????????? 

 

Answer: 

x = performance 

 

Was this simple or hard for you to figure out?  

 

HR Brain Twister 

An organization uses upward feedback for its managers. These numeric ratings become a part of the 

employee's permanent performance record. Administrative decisions are made based on this information.  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sweet_spot_(sports)


 

 

In the last year, employees were asked to rate their managers' performance on a scantron-type form; the same 

form has been used for about 5 years. They were given no instruction as whether to use pen or pencil. In 

recent years, both pen and pencil were acceptable.  

 

Because of budget cuts, the forms were sent to a facility with machines that could only read the responses done 

in pencil. There was no money to re-analyze data. The organization decided to use the ratings, knowing that 

any responses done in pen were not included in the results. The ratings are now a part of the manager's 

permanent performance record.  

 

Was this an appropriate action? 

 

HR Savvy 

What I thought must be tricky has proven to be obvious to HR practitioners, consultants, biz owners, and 

academics. I'm referring to the HR Brain Twister I shared previously about using compromised data in 

performance records.   

 

The experts I heard from expressed concern about damage to employee morale, loss of meaning for the PA 

system and possible legal challenges.  

 

Thanks to all of you who responded to my question.   

 

My reaction to the situation was that using the bad data was wrong. However, a couple of leaders in the 

organization, generally regarded as authorities on HRM and measurement methods, insisted it was an 

acceptable move.   

 

Two good lessons here: 1) Do not allow garbage into your performance evaluation process and 2) if you know 

your stuff, go with your gut, even when others (even if they are regarded as experts) have a different opinion.  

 

Don’t Forget the Classics 

I was a teaching machine for 11 years at LSU - teaching Human Resource Management, Employee Selection & 

Placement, Human Behavior in Organizations, and Principles of Management. Something I learned is that 

when a particular concept shows up repeatedly in textbooks, especially textbooks for different courses, it's 

worth knowing. 

One classic in particular that was in most every management text I ever used is Hackman and Oldham's Job 

Characteristics Model. It is a model of how specific, important job characteristics affect work outcomes and 

psychological states. For years it has been presented as a way to analyze and understand job satisfaction and 

http://laurawolfephd.com/2012/hr-brain-twister/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Job_satisfaction
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Job_satisfaction


 

 

guide job design. In today's lingo, I think it is relevant to employee engagement. In the research literature, there 

are differences between satisfaction, commitment, and engagement but I still believe it's worth considering. 

Three job characteristics - skill variety, task identity and task significance - affect the meaningfulness of the 

work. Skill variety refers to the variety of skills the job requires. Task identity has to do with the extent to which 

the work accomplishes a whole, identifiable unit; task significance is the importance of the work to other 

people. Another characteristic, autonomy, represents the amount of personal responsibility the worker 

experiences. Feedback, the final job characteristic, concerns how much information the worker gets about how 

effectively they have performed. All five of the characteristics together impact motivation, performance and 

satisfaction. 

At the risk of oversimplifying, the idea is that incorporating these characteristics improves the job for the 

worker. 

Gallup recently reported research that found only three in ten American workers are engaged. It is hard to 

believe that a whopping 70% of the US workforce is not engaged. As managers, supervisors, and HR search for 

ways to make their organizations and jobs more engaging, I recommend throwing the Job Characteristics 

Model into the toolbox. It's a classic and its concepts (i.e., incorporating the job characteristics into jobs) may 

yield positive results. 

Just want to add that empirical research has found some support for the validity of the Job Characteristics 

Model. 

 

Performance Appraisal (PA) 

Many methods exist for evaluating employee performance. For a lot of reasons, documenting performance 

discussions is good practice. A variety of forms are available that do this. Some are more job-related than 

others. Job-relatedness is a key quality in any tool used for making employment decisions. The best PA 

instruments in terms of job-relatedness are behavior-based systems, the most famous of which is the 

Behaviorally Anchored Rating Scale (BARS).   

 

Just like with home improvement projects, companies look for cheap, fast, and good in the services HR 

provides.  Behavior-based systems are very good but time-consuming to develop and probably won't be the 

cheapest option. But if you are serious about improving and managing performance, they are the best choice.  

 

Communicating Performance Criteria 

Managers - do your employees' job descriptions include performance standards - information about the specific 

outcomes on which they will be evaluated? Is the job description shared with new employees on their first day? 

This is a good first step in communicating performance criteria.  

 

http://www.gallup.com/strategicconsulting/163007/state-american-workplace.aspx
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1744-6570.1987.tb00605.x/abstract


 

 

Being surprised in a performance meeting by something you were supposed to be doing but did not know 

about is frustrating.  

 

What? No job descriptions? They really are the most basic building block of HRM.  

 

Forced Distribution 

Forced distribution is a comparative method of performance evaluation in that managers compare employees' 

performance to that of other employees in the work group. The performance ratings are distributed along a 

bell-shaped curve (normal distribution) and managers are forced to identify some % of employees as low, some 

% as average, and some % as high performers - forcing the group into a normal distribution.   

 

This method was popularized by Jack Welch at GE where it was nicknamed the Rank and Yank. There is no 

denying that GE had great success during the Welch years. 

 

For more insight into this method check out how it has worked at Microsoft.  

 

360 Degree Feedback (aka multi-rater feedback) 

360s are a method for collecting opinions about a person's performance from the people all around. Raters 

typically include supervisors, peers, and subordinates but can also include biz and project partners, customers 

both internal and external, teammates, suppliers, and possibly friends and family.  

 

360s are ideal for development purposes but can be used for administrative decisions (i.e., pay increases or 

promotions) as well. I do not endorse the use of 360 data for administrative decisions. 

 

360 Key 

The most important aspect of a 360 degree feedback process is using the information collected as the basis for 

development.   

 

360s are expensive and they don't do much good if the report gets stuffed into the bottom desk drawer.  

 

Key Performance Management Skill 

The ability to have difficult conversations in a normal voice, free of emotion, is one of the most important 

skills a manager can have. Some people have a natural ability for this; others must cultivate it. 

 

http://www.forbes.com/sites/frederickallen/2012/07/03/the-terrible-management-technique-that-cost-microsoft-its-creativity/


 

 

Examples of times when this skill makes a manager more effective include:  

 performance appraisal meetings 

 discipline discussions 

 employee termination 

 

Practice can help. Speaking the words you want to say in the meeting, aloud, and over and over, is a good 

technique to prepare.   

 

Key Performance Management Skill II 

As a follow-up to last week's Performance Pearl suggestion to practice what you want to say in a difficult 

meeting aloud using repetition: Do not practice in front of anyone else unless it is appropriate for that person 

to know about the situation.   

 

Much of the information shared in performance appraisal meetings, discipline discussions, and employee 

terminations should not be common knowledge.   

 

However, practicing in front of your dog or cat is OK. 

 

Where to Meet? 

Regarding the annual performance appraisal meeting location, there are several conditions to strive for: 

 private 

 neutral 

 interruption-free 

 face-to-face 

 

Because it is a business meeting, a business setting like a conference room is ideal. However, achieving all of 

the conditions in the modern workplace of cubicled and/or virtual arrangements can be challenging!  

 

I am OK with conducting these meetings in a public place such as a restaurant or coffee shop if the company 

has nothing appropriate. 

 

But, the public space must be such that the conversation cannot be easily overheard but the supervisor and 

employee can hear each other clearly.   

 

Tricky.  

 



 

 

Before the Meeting 

Sometimes little actions speak volumes and this is true with the performance appraisal (PA) meeting. It is really 

not cool for a supervisor or manager to just drop in on an employee and say "Hey, let's do that performance 

appraisal right now." 

 

It's an important meeting and must be treated as such from the beginning. I like it when managers speak to or 

call the employee directly to schedule the meeting. Not e-mail, not secretaries, not text. By personally setting up 

the meeting, the manager communicates that this is important to them. 

 

Data Types 

Performance data can take two forms: objective or subjective. 

 

Subjective data are someone's opinion about someone else's performance including traditional supervisor 

ratings or upward feedback as when employees rate their managers. HR creates rating forms in an attempt to 

objectify the rater's opinion but it is still subjective.  

 

Objective data mean something is countable and counted. Examples include gross $ales per hour for a retail 

salesperson, labor cost per shift for a restaurant manager, or # of cars off the production line per month. It is 

possible however for subjectivity to creep into objective measures. 

 

So are these concepts clear? (Sometimes they are but other times not.) 

 

Subjective Objective Data 

Someone asked me last week how subjectivity gets into objective data.   

 

A classic example is the use of HR or personnel info (e.g., absences or tardiness) as performance data. For 

some jobs, these are legitimate and important criteria.    

 

If managers use discretion when classifying an absence, subjectivity can creep in. What exactly is an excused vs. 

unexcused absence? Is this the manager's decision? Regarding tardiness: how late is late - 1 minute, 5 minutes, 

15 minutes, an hour? And is the decision rule applied consistently to all employees or does the favorite get cut 

some slack?  

 

To be clear, I'm not suggesting managers should not have discretion, just that it is a way subjectivity gets into 

the system.  

 



 

 

The Problem? 

So why is subjectivity important? Because it is a way that error gets into a performance evaluation. Error 

reduces the reliability and the validity of the rating. Reliability and validity are important and necessary qualities 

of measurement.  

 

In English, error makes the performance rating less effective for improving performance.  

 

Whenever humans rate humans, error can get in and cause problems. 

 

Will have more to say on this sometime soon but that's it for now because this stuff is pretty dry.  

 

Rating Errors 

Whenever humans rate humans, error can get into the system. This is an issue for performance appraisal as well 

as selection interviewing.   

 

Common rating errors include: 

 halo/horns 

 central tendency 

 leniency/severity 

 recency/primacy effect 

 varying standards 

 rater bias 

 similar to me 

 contrast error 

 sampling error 

 

Ensuring raters are aware of the potential for these errors is key to reducing the threat.  

 

Rating Errors II 

Before I explain the different rating errors in more detail, just want to remind you why controlling error is 

important. Less error is desirable because error affects reliability and validity. 

 

Reliability and validity are necessary qualities of measurement, aka any information used to make employment 

decisions. These decisions include but are not limited to selection, promotion, access to training, and 

compensation decisions.  



 

 

 

Tendencies 

Central tendency, leniency, and strictness (aka severity or stringency) errors are all the tendency of a rater to 

rate everyone similarly regardless of performance. Someone that rates everyone about average is demonstrating 

central tendency error. 

 

A rater that rates everyone high has a tendency toward leniency error and their opposite, the manager that rates 

everyone low is showing stringency error.  

 

Increasing awareness is one of best ways to reduce these errors.   

 

Halo 

Halo error can occur when the person being evaluated possesses one characteristic that is so strong it creates a 

halo around them lighting up their entire being. And the glow of this particular trait influences the rating of 

every other characteristic. The result is higher (or lower) ratings for qualities that don't rightfully merit that 

score. 

 

Some people refer to it as horns when the trait in question is a very strong negative but for me halo includes 

both the + and the -. 

 

Increasing awareness is an effective way to reduce rating error.   

 

Rating Error Revisited 

Another common rating error, stereotyping, occurs when a person makes judgments about another based on 

belonging to a particular demographic group.  

 

Note to all: Don't do that. Get to know people.  

 

Increasing awareness is one of best ways to reduce these errors.   

 

Need to Know NOW! 

The expectation of a quick response, reinforcement, and feedback is the world of 2012. We are conditioned to 

this by our phones, texting, and other technology. 

 



 

 

How does this mesh with the age-old practice of an annual performance review? It does not. 

 

For administrative reasons, the annual review is probably not going anywhere anytime soon. However, great 

managers figure out ways to let their people know how they are doing regularly and often.  

 

Social media and technology created the monster and can be an effective way to feed it. To be continued... 

 

Need to Know NOW! II 

Social media and technology created the expectation of quick response, reinforcement, and feedback so it 

makes sense that social media and technology are the way to meet those expectations. 

 

Work.com is social software for business that provides a means to give ongoing recognition, feedback, and 

coaching. 

 

Yammer is a private social network for your company.  

 

SuperConnect is harnessing the value of mobility, social media, enterprise gamification, and cloud computing.   

 

Check out these companies and products. You may not be ready for social media like this in your organization 

but it's only a matter of time. 

 

Gamification 

From Gartner: "Gamification describes the broad trend of applying game mechanics to non-game 

environments to motivate people and change behavior." 

 

Spoke to Ashley Lalande, Business Development Executive at SuperConnect about this idea of enterprise 

gamification and how it improves employee and company performance. She believes that traditional training is 

not keeping pace with today's world. Her company's mLevel product provides training/learning related to 

information needed to do one's job more effectively, delivered in a way that is engaging and interesting - 

resulting in higher participation and greater retention as opposed to simply "gamifying" everyday work tasks. 

 

Key words here for me are: more effectively, engaging, interesting, higher participation, greater retention.  

 

Weird, but the day after I wrote this one my new issue of HR Magazine arrived and included an article about 

games at work.  

 

http://rypple.com/
https://www.yammer.com/
http://www.superconnect.com/
http://www.gartner.com/it/page.jsp?id=1844115
http://www.superconnect.com/
http://www.shrm.org/Publications/hrmagazine/EditorialContent/2012/0912/Pages/0912tech.aspx
http://www.shrm.org/Publications/hrmagazine/EditorialContent/2012/0912/Pages/0912tech.aspx


 

 

Truth #1 

What is measured matters. 

 

Truth #2  

Organizations spend money on what they really value. Sadly, it's not always their stated values. 

When the income statement and values statement don't match, employees are confused about desired 

performance. 

  



 

 

Part Four: Books and Experts 

Performance Conversations 

For managers, talking about performance with employees is a key activity. Three really helpful books in this 

area are: 

 Crucial Conversations by Patterson, Grenny, McMillan, and Switzler  

 Fierce Conversations by Susan Scott  

 Perfect Phrases for Employee Development Plans by Anne Bruce 

 

Recently Read 

What Shamu Taught Me about Life, Love, and Marriage by Amy Sutherland.  

Enjoyed this book for many reasons: 1) you really have to simplify things when you are dealing with animal 

behavior which reminded me that sometimes our relationships with people become needlessly complicated; 2) 

it includes concepts useful for managers and people trainers; 3) I love animals; & 4) our dog Pearlie needs more 

training.  

 

Zappos' 2011 Culture Book: The Stars Are Aligning - As Defined by our Employees, Partners and Customers.  

This book is a retro, beautiful, and cool ode to all that is Zappos. It reminds me of a high school yearbook, but 

is oh so much more.   

 

It is collection of unedited paragraphs, written by employees about what the Zappos' culture means to them, 

that really communicate the uniqueness of the company's approach to management. You can request a copy of 

the Culture Book by e-mailing ceo@zappos.com. 

 

To learn even more about how Zappo’s does it, check out Delivering Happiness: A Path to Profits, Passion and 

Purpose by Tony Hsieh. I bought the graphic novel version of this one. Very cool. 

 

Planning 

Do you and your employees know what is to be accomplished in your organization in 2013? 

 

A good time to revisit the philosophy of Peter Drucker and Management by Objectives is while making plans 

and setting goals.  

 

mailto:ceo@zappos.com
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peter_Drucker
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Management_by_objectives


 

 

Someone to Know 

If you are a student of performance management (PM), you need to know Jack Welch. He is the former 

Chairman and CEO of General Electric whose philosophy on PM is widely cited and debated, especially with 

regard to the forced distribution method and the use of 360 degree feedback. GE's success under his leadership 

is hard to argue with although certain actions he took are often criticized. Welch has written several 

management and leadership books that are worth a look.  

 

Note: I don't necessarily agree with him but his thinking on performance and employee development is part of 

the history of PM. 

 

Tom Peters 

In the early 90s, my major professor Karl Kuhnert introduced me to the work of Tom Peters via 

Peters' Leadership Alliance video featuring Harley-Davidson, GM, and Johnsonville Sausage. In turn, I showed 

this video to my Org Behavior students at LSU for years.    

 

Because it included such simple and classic lessons of leadership, I continued to use it even after the video 

seemed dated. One I've always remembered is Pat Carrigan, the first female General Motors assembly plant 

manager, walking around and introducing herself to all the employees on the factory floor and shaking their 

hands. What a powerful gesture. 

 

I listened to a podcast of an excellent interview with Peters on Dan Pink's Office Hours where he talked about 

experiences that influenced his management thinking. I also found out about his free resource - dozens of 

management lessons comprised of thousands of slides for studying and teaching management. 

 

Who says a great education has to be expensive?  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jack_Welch
http://psychology.uga.edu/people/bios/faculty/Karl_W_Kuhnert.php
http://www.tompeters.com/
http://www.enterprisemedia.com/product/00016/leadership-alliance-tom-peters/
http://www.danpink.com/2012/05/ask-tom-peters-anything-you-want-only-on-office-hours
http://www.excellencenow.com/


 

 

Closing Thoughts 
 

If you’ve made it to this point of Performance Pearls, you are clearly interested in becoming a better 

performance manager. I hope you found a nugget or two to help you and your employees do just that. Most 

everything in this book was first shared in my (almost weekly) newsletter. You can keep up with my thinking on 

management by subscribing here. 

 

If you’d like to be part of the conversation, your comments, questions, ideas, and thoughts are truly 

appreciated. Feel free to e-mail me at laura.wolfe@gmail.com or give me a call at 225-266-4064. Also, please 

connect with me on social media as I would love to have you in my network and to be a part of yours.  

Thanks for reading!  

 

LW 

August 2013 

Baton Rouge, LA 

 

 

 

 

http://cultivatecc.us4.list-manage.com/subscribe?u=e93394a618aea9521fa102947&id=7e9e290b36
mailto:laura.wolfe@gmail.com
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