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            s the war for talent rages on, every chief   
            executive knows they need to focus on 
            the organization’s human systems—the set 
of processes used to attract, align, and retain star 
performers.             
            
In this effort, there’s one piece of especially 
low-hanging fruit: employee performance  
reviews. Widely disliked by both managers and 
the managed, this corporate staple has become 
synonymous with bureaucracy and unfair  
judgment.

But you can’t stop doing performance reviews 
altogether. Employees will always be hungry for 
thoughtful, growth-supportive feedback. And your 
business is hungry for employees who are con-
stantly building on their strengths and meeting 
the objectives that are vital to company success. 

Done properly, employee performance reviews 
can meet both these critical needs: supporting 
employee engagement and tangible execution of 
company strategy. There’s a desperate need for 
both, in a day and age when two-thirds of  
employees are disengaged1 and over 70 percent 
of change initiatives go unexecuted.2

THE HUNGER FOR BETTER REVIEWS
In this whitepaper, we have collected our top 
recommendations for developing an “employee 
review 2.0,” one that drives both employee and 
company success. This may seem like a matter 
of hygiene best left to Human Resources, but we 
argue that CEOs should be actively involved in 
setting a company-wide standard for employee 
reviews (see sidebar).  

To that end, this whitepaper was also intended 
for sharing with managers across your team so 
they can begin reshaping their employee reviews 
to be leaner, more motivating, and more support-
ive of company performance.

The statistics revealing dissatisfaction (from 
employees, HR, and executives) with the legacy 
approach to performance reviews are endless.3

Instead of rehashing those statistics, let’s  
consider an anecdote from IBM, which in 2016 

decided to revamp its annual performance review 
system.4  Diane Gherson, IBM’s chief human 
resources officer, decided to do some crowd-
sourcing; she posted on IBM’s internal social 
network and solicited ideas for the reworking of 
employee reviews. That post received 75,000 
views and 2,000 comments form employees. To 
us, this points to a clear desire among the 
workforce for a new and better way to receive 
formal performance feedback.
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SHOULD CEOS CARE ABOUT  
EMPLOYEE REVIEWS?

Yes. We suggest that CEOs should take an active 
roll in establishing a stable process for employee 
reviews. Here’s why.
 
• Management quality matters. 
The truism that employees leave managers, not 
jobs, is supported by research.5 If your A-players 
are being demotivated by badly done perfor-
mance reviews, they will seek new jobs. As CEO, 
it’s your responsibility to partner with HR and 
ensure that managers at all levels understand 
the standard that is set for them in delivering 
reviews. Sharing this whitepaper with your  
management team is a good first step.  

• You need to understand the talent pool. 
Great performance reviews across the  
company allow the CEO to know which  
employees are vital and where the company 
has talent gaps to fill. The best CEOs  
participate directly in growing the organiza-
tion’s talent capabilities, and reviews provide 
key background information.

• CEOs give reviews, too. 
The same principles we outline in this white-
paper apply to how you, as CEO, give feedback 
to your own direct reports. Additionally, how 
your executives write reviews should become 
part of their review. For example, you may 
have a leader who writes glowing reviews of 
his direct reports but whose department is 
objectively underperforming. That calls for an 
important conversation about the accuracy 
and effectiveness of employee reviews.
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6 FUNDAMENTALS OF  
THE EMPLOYEE REVIEW 2.0
Use these six guidelines to help you and  
managers across your company address the 
flaws of old-style employee reviews. These guide-
lines refer to both the written review (see p. 4) 
and the in-person discussion that should follow.

1. Up the Frequency
For most companies, once a quarter is a good 
cadence for delivering structured feedback to 
employees. 

This increase from typical annual reviews solves 
several problems. It helps to reduce the  
arbitrary feeling of annual reviews, which are 
often plagued by recency bias on the manager’s 
part. Do you remember what any one of your  
employees was working on nine months ago--
much less have anything insightful to say about 
it? Doing reviews every quarter also allows you 
and the employee to be more agile with goals and 
targets, shifting them to match new realities.

Aim to meet with each of your reports once every 
90 days for formal feedback and priority-setting; 
then, supplement reviews with regular 1:1 meet-
ings, weekly or biweekly. 

Weekly/biweekly 1:1s reduce pressure and  

surprises in the quarterly review, and also help 
build a trusting, communicative relationship  
between employee and direct report. 

2. Simpler Is Better
One of the biggest gripes against traditional em-
ployee reviews relates to those long forms that 
rate the employee on a 1–5 scale in a variety of 
competencies.

Our view is that this style of review not only in-
creases the perception that employee reviews are 
arbitrary; it also creates an unnecessary level of 
complexity. You create a lot of data, but not a lot 
of insight.

We recommend letting go of the long forms 
and instead having managers compose concise 
prose reviews in natural, human language (see p. 
4 for structure and content suggestions).

3. Give Them Line of Sight
“Line of sight” refers to “an employee’s under-
standing of the organization’s goals and what 
actions are necessary to contribute to those  
objectives.”6 Employee reviews are a prime 
opportunity to build the employee’s line of sight—
which increases both their sense of engagement 
and the likelihood that their daily work is  
strategically important.

48% 44% 8%

58% 36% 6%

Driving business value 
through employee  
review process

Driving engagement and 
performance through  
employee review process

% of total responses

Weak Adequate Excellent

Source: Deloitte Insights, “Performance Management Is Broken,” Stacia Garr, Andrew Liakopoulos, Lisa Barry.

Figure 1. Executives Are Discontent with Employee Review Processes
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Keep line of sight in mind as you assess the 
employee’s contributions last quarter and look 
forward to what you’d like to see from them next 
quarter. If, for example, the CEO is leading a big 
push for customer-centricity, a manager might 
explain to a customer-care associate how each 
of her interactions furthers the CEO’s goal. What 
goals might she set next quarter that relate to 
this initiative?

4. Set Clear Expectations for the Next Period
The quality of a performance review hinges on 
the expectations set in the preceding review. If 
you and the employee haven’t previously agreed 
about what he should be working on--and how 
his success will be measured--the review will feel 
directionless and random.

If that seems obvious, consider that Gallup  
reports that only 12 percent of employees 
“strongly agree” that their boss helps them set 
priorities at work.7

In your next set of reviews, buck that trend by 
clarifying expectations. Here’s the good news: 
You can get an easy start by asking employees 
to outline those expectations themselves; have 
each of them draft a set of performance goals 
they’d like to pursue. This builds a sense of  
autonomy and almost always results in better 
ideas than what you as manager would come up 
with.

5. Be Honest with Negative Feedback
Giving negative feedback is uncomfortable. 
Researchers have found that employee apprais-
als cluster on the positive side of the spectrum.8 

Managers wonder: won’t criticizing the employee 
make them resentful?

It’s unlikely. According to a study cited in  
Harvard Business Review, 57 percent of employ-
ees actually prefer corrective feedback to praise, 
and a full 72 percent believe their performance 
would improve if their manager gave them more 
corrective feedback.9

On a related note, as you give feedback both  
positive and negative, don’t just rehash the past; 
for every comment you have, explain the implica-
tion for the future. The more you can offer  
coaching and “feedforward” (as Marshall  
Goldsmith would call it) the better:

•  “You pulled this off really well. Here’s how 
    you might keep that momentum going.”

•  “This didn’t go so well. Here’s how we
    might approach it next month.”

6. Make an Authentic Effort
Finally, make sure you are fully present and  
involved during the meeting portion of the  
performance review. If you rush through the  
review—making observations on the fly, not giving 
examples, not asking penetrating questions—the 
employee will notice. Your lack of effort broad-
casts the message loud and clear: “You are not 
important.”

The review is also a good time to show that you 
care about the employee and their development 
as a professional. Well-chosen questions are an 
excellent tool here: Is she happy with where the 
role is taking her? What new skills and relation-
ships does she want to develop?
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The Written Review: What to Include
(aim for 300–700 words)

Many of these items can be woven together as you write,  
but be sure to hit each of them.

Outcomes. Comment on the outcome of the employ-
ee’s goals for the quarter, including observations 
about their specific contributions to broader  
company strategy and objectives as possible.

Praise. Praise the employee for notable accomplish-
ments or unique strengths and skills on display. Give 
examples.

Critical feedback. Note where the employee could 
improve. Be diplomatic but direct, and, again, give 
examples.

Coaching. Give direction on what you’d like to see 
from the employee in the coming quarter. You’ll set 
specific goals later, but be sure you incorporate  
forward-looking coaching into the review.

Context. Give your assessment of the employee’s 
context on the team and in the company. How does 
he/she interact and collaborate? What company 
values does he/she seem particularly aligned with? 
What observations do you have about the employee’s 
development and career path?

EMPLOYEE REVIEW 2.0:
THE PROCESS
Use these three steps at the end of each quarter 
to structure your new lightweight but effective 
employee-review process.

Step 1: Writing. Look over the outcome of 
the employee’s goals, reflect on what you’ve 
noticed from them over the quarter, and write 
a concise review in clear, simple language. 
See the illustration below for suggestions on 
structure and what to include.

Step 2: Meeting. Meet with the employee after 
they have the chance to read the review. This 
meeting need not exceed 45 minutes to an 
hour. Discuss the review, solicit their insights, 
and actively listen to what they have to say. 
Take notes.

Step 3: Goal Setting. Ask the employee to 
draft a set of 3–5 goals for the coming quarter 
based on the discussion during the review. In a 
brief follow-up meeting, give your feedback on 
these goals, adjusting them as needed. These 
goals will inform the employee review next 
quarter.

—

—

—

—

—
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CONCLUSION
We encourage you—and managers throughout 
your organization—to evolve your employee  
reviews to meet today’s needs.

We hope you find, as many of the leaders we’ve 
worked with have, that the new style outlined 
here is much simpler, much less painful, and 
much more conducive to everyone’s success.

About Khorus
Khorus is a strategy-execution and human-insight 
platform that helps CEOs and senior executives 
align the organization, engage employees, and 
deliver predictable performance. 

Khorus’s capabilities include regular, lightweight, 
and relevant employee reviews. All managers are 
equipped with a system for delivering relevant 
performance feedback, and the CEO and  
executive team get a high-level view of the talent 
pool. To learn more, visit www.khorus.com.

Try Khorus
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