
We started the session with a roundtable discussion of the key issues and 
concerns for participants about the performance management process or 
performance management in general.  Below are the key issues that were 
raised: 
 
1. Global overlay of performance management. A number of the 

participants noted the difficulty of maintaining consistency in the 
performance management process and in performance dialogues in 
their global organizations.  When conducted on a global scale, per-
formance management is complex because performance means 
different things depending on the stage of the business in different 
markets, the ability and willingness of managers to have performance 
discussions with employees in different cultures, lack of a consistent 
performance management model or philosophy across the globe, and 
difficulty in calibrating performance across the global enterprise. 
 

2. Generational differences.  Several participants noted that perfor-
mance management is more complicated today because of genera-
tional differences in desired frequency of feedback, comfort with 
different forms of feedback, interest in feedback from additional 
sources, and comfort with the openness of feedback. 
 

3. Feeding the greater HR system vs. dialogue/coaching.  Almost all 
of the participants noted that one of the critical challenges is the 
multipurpose use of the performance feedback tool.  Performance 
feedback is used for compensation and promotion decisions, inputs  
for employee development plans, input for feedback and coaching, 
etc.  The fact is that that these multiple uses require more data and 
they may be at cross-purposes to one another.  For example, manag-
ers may be less willing to apply lower ratings or provide difficult 
feedback to their employees when the tool/data is used as inputs to 
determine bonuses, merit pay, or promotions. 
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4. Does performance management matter?  Participants in the group also discussed the relative importance of performance     

management in pay-for-performance decisions in light of the relatively small differences in merit increases in today’s tight eco-
nomic environment.  Certainly a number of participants were concerned that the trivial differences in merit pay may not war-
rant the resources that are devoted to differentiating employee performance with a high degree of precision.  
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5. Creating a culture of coaching.  A number of participants noted that their organizations were increas-
ingly thinking about moving away from focusing on performance management for merit pay decisions 
and shifting toward a focus on development.  There was a good deal of attention paid to how to better use 
the performance management tool and process to help leaders become better coaches and to help them 
have developmental discussions/dialogues with direct reports. 
 

6. Increasing rigor in objective setting.  Across the board, participants were interested in understanding 
how to increase the rigor in setting objectives as a way to enhance the usefulness of the performance man-
agement tool for compensation, promotion, and developmental outcomes.   

 
 
 
 

One of the discussion topics that garnered significant interest from the session participants was how to success-
fully embed performance management into the culture of the organization so that managers engage in ongoing 
feedback and coaching.  The participants offered a wide array of ideas on how they are tackling this issue in 
their own organizations.   

 
1. Creating a standard.  Participants noted that it is important to start with standard settings to increase 

understanding of what ratings mean, how to interpret them, how to match them against observed behav-
ior, and how to clearly link goals and objectives to outcomes.  If the standards are clear and tied to behav-
ioral anchors, it is easier for managers to rate performance and to have constructive conversations with 
their employees.  Also, managers need to capture the behavioral examples to support their ratings so they 
can include them in the conversations. 
 

2. Calibration also makes it difficult.  Several participants noted that managers may rate employees against 
the standards, but the ratings will change when employees are compared to others in similar roles.  For 
example, managers may submit their ratings in January and then hold a calibration discussion in Febru-
ary.  Companies differ in whether they present employees the raw score or the calibrated score.  Some 
companies provide employees with the initial rating, whereas others wait until after the calibration discus-
sion to give employees their adjusted rating.  
 

3. Role of senior leaders.  Most of the participants said they believe that building the culture starts at the 
top.  The rest of the organization is more likely to be better at performance management when accounta-
bility is established among top management and is then cascaded down to lower level managers.  For ex-
ample, one of the participants noted that his company has developed a dashboard that looks at metrics 
such as attrition of high potentials/performers, net exportation of talent, etc. to assess the effectiveness of 
senior leaders in developing talent.  The metrics help to hold managers accountable for managing talent 
and has built a stronger commitment to the performance management process and performance manage-
ment discussions.   
 

4. To split or not to split.  One of the participants noted that her company has looked to separate the per-
formance/merit discussion from the future-looking potential/development discussion.  The separate ses-
sions are intended to increase the likelihood that both managers and employees will fully engage in the 
feedback/developmental portion of the performance management process. Other companies have merged 
the discussions because they have found that holding multiple discussions consumes too much of manag-
ers’ time.  Some participants felt that there is no need to decouple the discussions as they feel managers 
can differentiate performance and potential and therefore separate pay decisions from promotion/
development considerations.  However, several participants noted that if managers are not comfortable 
with separating the different elements, then it can be advantageous to decouple them.   
 

5. Focus on both How and What.  In response to the split or don’t split issue, participants noted that it is 
easier to keep both elements in a single discussion if the performance management tool measures both the 

Building	a	Performance	Management	Culture	
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What (results delivered) and the How (were the results accomplished in line with the values and culture of 
the organization).  Most participating companies seem to focus on both in their measures and take both di-
mensions into account when determining overall ratings.   
 

6. Eliminating the ratings.  Several participants noted that their organizations have either thought about or 
have eliminated the numeric ratings in their performance tool as a way to encourage more discussion about 
actual performance against objectives and to keep the focus on development and feedback.  However, it was 
noted that this has been unsuccessful in certain organizational cultures where managers and/or employees felt 
the absence of numeric ratings created a system that lacks precision.  Further, several participants noted that 
the challenge with getting rid of the numbers is that it may work for development but not for promotion, 
reductions in force, etc.  This issue ties back to the notion that performance management is often challenged 
by the fact that it is serving several masters.  In one company that dropped ratings, they found that managers 
were still using the system to differentiate pay, so people just came up with their own explanation for the 
differentiation in the absence of a clear rating.  The unintended consequences were severe. People devise their 
own explanations if one is not given.  Also, it is incredibly hard to have the conversations if there is no clear 
basis for the outcomes. 

 

In a related discussion, participants in the working group were actively engaged in a discussion of how to increase 
the ability and willingness of managers to provide employees with more regular and effective feedback and coach-
ing.  Again, participants noted several interesting ideas: 
 
1.  Tools to facilitate the discussion.  One participant noted that a way to increase coaching and feedback is 

to have employees complete a talent profile and to have managers evaluate employees using the same tool.  
The manager can then see what types of future roles employees are interested in and how their ambitions 
match with manager’s perceptions of the employee’s performance and potential.  The talent profiles can also 
serve as the basis for developmental discussions – “Here is where you would like your career to go; here is 
where the organization sees you.”  The magic is in getting interests aligned. Other participants noted the use 
of similar planning discussion tools as a way to help managers who might otherwise struggle with the poten-
tial conversations. Given that managers are often not prepared for the discussions, these tools can help both 
the manager and the employee prepare for a constructive discussion. 
 

2. Training.  Participants noted the importance of training to help educate/equip managers to have conversa-
tions with their employees and to answer the difficult questions.  Many companies noted that they have  
created formal training programs to teach managers how to have coaching, feedback, and development con-
versations.  This training could be connected to mandatory training for first time managers or offered to all 
managers who are looking to better understand how to conduct these conversations.  While some of this can 
happen though formal training, one participant noted that they have had success with manager-driven work-
shops where managers help counsel each other on how to have these conversations.  Similarly, another partic-
ipant noted that it is helpful to reinforce training by having brief discussions about key principles of feedback 
during staff meetings.  
 

3. Clear development/career paths.  Based on our discussion, it seemed clear that coaching, feedback, and 
development conversations are easier to the extent that companies have clearly defined development and ca-
reer paths (both upward and lateral) for employees.  
 

4. Role of leaders.  Multiple participants noted the importance of senior leaders in setting the tone.  One par-
ticipant noted that a key barrier in her company is that senior leaders are not positive role models.  People 
management is on their mind, but they are more focused on getting their jobs done.  Another noted that one 
of the challenges in getting the support of senior leaders is that they don’t see the connection between people 

Creating	a	Culture	of	Feedback	and	Coaching		
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management/development and the bottom line. Thus, we need to help senior leaders see the value proposi-
tion.  Further, leaders need to be held accountable.  One participant noted that when people want to move 
up, the company evaluates the extent to which they have developed talent in their current position.  
  

5. Selection.  One participant noted that his company has recently started to screen people for the ability to 
coach and provide feedback very early on in their careers (when they are still individual contributors or front-
line leaders).  The participant noted that internal and external candidates are not put into higher level manag-
er jobs unless they show evidence of this capability. 

 
 
 
 

Part of the session was spent on issues regarding the performance management process itself.  Specifically, partici-
pants actively engaged in discussions on the frequency of feedback sessions, supplemental data sources, and data 
collection strategies.   
 
1. How frequent?  One key process issue that participants discussed was how frequently to have mandatory or 

formal performance discussions.  Companies seemed to range from a single formal discussion to as many as 
five mandated performance/feedback discussions per year.  
 

2. Who should be involved? Given the complexity of matrixed organizational structures and employees mov-
ing between project teams, participants noted that it is important to get additional feedback, potentially from 
other managers, employees, and internal or external customers.  The difficulty is that this can place a signifi-
cant time burden on managers or data providers.  Also, there was a general feeling that these other data 
points might be reluctant to provide negative feedback or very detailed feedback.  The challenge is that it is 
an annual process and managers are inundated with requests all at one time.  In response, companies are 
moving to a process in which the system is open all year, so managers can spread it out.  And, companies are 
looking to streamline the process by reducing the number of questions to the one or two key items. 
 

3. 360 degree feedback.  Companies seem to value more input and are using 360 for development, but not for 
ratings of performance.   For example, it may be part of a leadership course.  Some companies have tried us-
ing 360 for performance management and it was not useful data as there was little to no variance on the rat-
ings.   
 

4. Stakeholder data.  One set of participants noted that they ask stakeholders to evaluate the What and the 
How, whereas other participants noted that they ask stakeholders to only rate the How (the specific behaviors 
that they have seen).  The challenge, again, is that stakeholders may get 15 requests and are asked to rate five 
to 10 competencies.  Some companies noted that they use technology to capture the stakeholder feedback, 
whereas other participants noted that in their culture they have found personal requests are often more suc-
cessful and yield better data. 
 

5. Social media.  A few participants noted that they have started to think about how to use social media or 
other digital tools in their performance management process.  One company is using social media to track 
and evaluate employees’ networks (how connected are employees and who are the key knowledge nodes in 
the organization).  The participant noted that this data was fascinating and more informative than the stand-
ard performance data.  Several participants noted that companies need to be careful that social media does 
not replace face-to-face feedback; there is an intangible boost that comes from that face-to-face interaction. It 
may be that face-to-face is better for performance management and social media is better for collaboration 
and knowledge sharing.  But, with employees increasingly working virtually, social media and technology 
may emerge as an important means to not only collaborate but also to get feedback. 
 

Process	Issues	
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Participants noted that performance management is becoming increasingly difficult because of the changing na-
ture of work and how work is completed.  Specifically, the participants focused on the increased number of em-
ployees that work remotely or in distributed locations and the globalization of their workforces.   

 
Remote Work Key Challenges 
 
 A major challenge for performance feedback with remote workers is that you need to be more clever 

with planning.  You need to take advantage of opportunities when employees are traveling or hap-
pen to be on site to conduct the performance dialogue so that the discussion can be conducted face-
to-face. 
 

 For remote workers, assessing the What (did the person accomplish their goals, hit targets, etc.) is 
not any more difficult than with employees who are in the office and is sometimes easier as they 
may have more specific objectives.  However, the How is often more complicated to assess, particu-
larly if the person is relatively isolated.  Potentially, this is a situation in which companies would 
have to draw even more heavily on stakeholder feedback (e.g., client/customer surveys). 

 
Global Workforce Key Challenges 
 
 You can have a manager sitting in one country that is responsible for compensation of employees 

located in other countries, and the manager doesn’t really know how compensation operates in the 
other locales. 

 
 In certain countries, such as Asia, people are very transparent about some issues, such as salary, but 

not other issues.  As companies move to transparent organizational cultures, there is some concern 
about how cultural differences in transparency will influence policies and practices that get imple-
mented and employees’ reactions to them. 

 
 There are also concerns about managing the performance of people in emerging markets and devel-

oping talent in those regions.  In emerging markets, the employee population is younger and they 
are promoted faster.  The result is that there is often a shortage of managerial capability.   

 
 Most companies have a generic performance management approach that is implemented globally, 

and then they think about what the cross-cultural implications may be and try to address those 
through communication and explanation. In Spanish countries, for example, people don’t under-
stand what a “middle” rating means, so the language needs to be adapted.  In addition, some com-
panies roll out new systems in countries other than the United States, so the initiatives are not per-
ceived as US centric or US led.   

 
 

 
 
 

Key	Challenges	
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This Summary Report was prepared by Chris Collins and Brad Bell for use 
by participants of the CAHRS Performance Management Working Group 
and CAHRS Partner organizations.  
 

The Center for Advanced Human Resource Studies (CAHRS) is an interna onal 
center serving corporate human resources leaders and their companies by 
providing cri cal tools for building and leading high performing HR organiza-
ons. CAHRS’ mission is to bring  together partners and the ILR School’s world-

renowned HR Studies faculty to inves gate, translate and apply the latest HR 
research into prac ce excellence.  


