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This e-book reflects the findings of a 

survey of 218 HR leaders undertaken in 

March/April 2016. Sponsored by SilkRoad 

and conducted by Human Resource 

Executive®magazine, this research finds 

organizations continuing to question the 

efficacy of formal performance reviews and 

exploring new strategies for transforming 

performance management into a more 

agile, dynamic process. While the traditional 

performance-management process is still a 

reality, future trends emphasize more of a 

team-based approach, with 360 feedback 

and more frequent feedback.
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KEY FINDINGS • Traditional performance management still rules.

• There’s a dissatisfaction with results, with only 
one-third of respondents rating their process 
fair, consistent and reliable.

• High on the radar are team goals and more 
frequent conversations.

• Agile performance is coming soon, with two-
thirds of respondents reporting being on the 
path.

• There are strong concerns about manager skills 
in managing performance.

• Metrics are not in place outside of compliance.

• Senior managers are interested in agile and 
concerned about time involved today.



TRADITION 
TRUMPS 
TRANSFORMATION 

Despite all the buzz about abolishing formal 
performance reviews, the vast majority of 
organizations continue to employ traditional 
vehicles for sharing performance-related information 
with employees. Asked how their managers and 
supervisors communicate with employees about 
their performance, respondents cited:

Formal written reviews ...........86 percent
Verbal feedback ......................83 percent
Email .......................................30 percent
Weekly check-in meeting .......28 percent

Fewer than 5 percent indicated their managers/
supervisors use internal social networks for sharing 
such information. Among the write-in responses, 
one was particularly telling: “None. Our execs are 
clueless.” 



“There is an acknowledgement that we do much of our work in 
teams, cross-functionally, but the system we use for performance 
management hasn’t kept up with reality. It can only handle the 

direct reporting relationships.”

Michael Latsko, director, HR Strategic Systems & Support, 
University of Virginia 

For all the talk about teamwork, organizations 
are holding fast to a performance-management 
process centered on assessing the contributions 
of individual employees. When asked what 
components comprise their processes, the 
respondents cited:

Individual performance evaluations ....90 percent
Performance goal-setting ....................70 percent
Self-appraisal .......................................63 percent
Individual development plans .............60 percent

Relatively few (15 percent) include team 
evaluations, and even fewer (less than 5 percent) 
incorporate team development plans into their 
performance-management processes.

PERFORMANCE 
MANAGEMENT 
RETAINS A 
SOLO FOCUS 



Impacting and developing individual employees 
remains the principal performance-management 
goal for the majority of organizations. When 
survey participants were asked about the primary 
objectives of their performance-management 
processes, the most frequently selected responses 
all had a decidedly individual theme: 

Improve individual performance .... 68 percent

Align individual goals to corporate 
business-unit objectives ................. 65 percent

Encourage the right 
behaviors/values ............................. 46 percent

Develop employee skills for 
future career growth ....................... 38 percent

The only references to aligning or improving 
team performance were found among the write-
in comments, which comprised just 5 percent 
of responses. They include: “improve team 
performance” and “improve how we think, learn 
and work together.”

INDIVIDUAL 
GOALS REIGN 
SUPREME



MANAGERS, NOT 
EMPLOYEES, SET 
PERFORMANCE 
CRITERIA 

Employers may be encouraging workers to 
play a greater role in mapping out their career 
paths, but management continues to drive the 
performance evaluation process. When asked who 
determines the performance criteria that individual 
employees will be assessed for, survey participants 
responded: 

Direct managers/supervisors ...... 57 percent

Senior managers .......................... 43 percent

Supervisors and  
employees together ..................... 43 percent

Human resources ......................... 33 percent

Just 7 percent ascribe that duty to employees 
themselves. 



PERFORMANCE-
MANAGEMENT 
PROCESSES 
MISSING THE 
MARK

Employers are laying out a clear set of goals 
and criteria, yet relatively few respondents 
are confident they are achieving the desired 
results. When they were asked to describe 
their organization’s performance-management 
processes, the following choices received the 
greatest number of responses:

Aligns individual goals to the 
department and organization ............... 56 percent

Uses established performance 
measures .............................................. 52 percent

Links performance to compensation,
rewards and recognition ....................... 52 percent

Is supported by managers and 
executives.............................................. 46 percent

Holds employees accountable 
for their actions .................................... 45 percent

Just one-third of respondents said they consider 
their organization’s process to be fair, consistent 
and reliable, while a mere 17 percent deemed 
theirs to be flexible and efficient. 



PROCESS 
IMPROVEMENT 
A CLEAR GOAL

Seeking to improve their performance-management 
processes, employers have undertaken a number 
of changes. Chief among them is a move toward 
a more informal, conversation-based approach. 
Asked to specify what changes or improvements 
their organization made to its performance-
management process over the past three years, 
respondents said they have: 

Encouraged more frequent  
performance discussions .........................60 percent
Instituted or reinstituted formal 
reviews ......................................................14 percent
Eliminated ratings/rankings .....................10 percent

Eliminated formal reviews ........................5 percent

Perhaps signaling the beginning of a trend, a small, 
but statistically significant number (6 percent) 
extended the performance-management process 
to include contingent workers, such as temps, 
independent contractors and freelancers. More 
than a quarter (26 percent) did not make any 
changes or improvements at all. 



ORGANIZATIONS 
CAUTIOUSLY 
APPROACHING 
AGILITY

Despite rigorous discussions around the need for 
greater flexibility in performance management, the 
number of organizations branding themselves “fully 
agile” remains relatively small. More than two-
thirds of respondents are somewhere along the 
path to agility, however. When asked to define the 
stage of their organization in terms of integrating a 
more agile approach to performance management, 
they indicated: 

Early stage, considering what to add ....33 percent
Have integrated some elements ........... 31 percent
Is fully agile ............................................ 10 percent

More than a quarter (27 percent) have no plans to 
integrate a more agile approach. 



ORGANIZATIONS 
ASPIRE TO 
FREQUENT 
DISCUSSIONS 
AND TEAM-
BASED GOALS

As companies look to adopt a more agile approach 
to performance management, an increase in 
dialogue and more team-oriented components 
top the list of the elements they consider most 
important: 

More frequent conversations
(i.e. weekly or monthly) vs. annual ........... 77 percent

A shift to team goals for performance 
and individual goals for development ....... 37 percent

Team values as a performance
criterion ...................................................... 29 percent

Team feedback .......................................... 24 percent

Rounding out the list were just-in-time learning (19 
percent) and social recognition (12 percent).

“Our managers aren’t necessarily comfortable having regular 
conversations and they don’t take the time.”

 Jodi Seay, HR manager, Promotional Products Association 
International



MOVING 
TOWARD 
GREATER 
ALIGNMENT

Organizations have long been striving to align their 
performance-management practices with business 
goals and objectives. When asked to rank how they 
are doing toward that end, participants’ responses 
clearly suggested progress:

Not aligned Fully aligned

6% 19% 34% 30% 11%



PERFORMANCE 
LINKED TO 
PAY AND 
PROMOTIONS 

Performance 
rating strongly 

drives

Performance 
rating 

influences

No direct 
link to 

performance

While improving individual employee contributions 
remains the primary objective of most 
performance-management processes, there’s also 
a strong link to compensation and advancement. 
Survey participants indicated the degree to which 
their company’s performance-management process 
is linked to a number of practices:

Merit increases 40% 40% 20%
Variable pay (bonuses/incentives) 30% 30% 40%
Flexible-work arrangements  5% 25% 70%
Prospects for advancement 35% 49% 16%
Recognition from one’s company or boss 22% 50% 28%
Access to new experiences/challenges 17% 48% 35%



NO 
UNIVERSALLY 
ACCEPTED 
MEANS OF 
DISTRIBUTING 
RATINGS

As the battle cry to abolish traditional performance 
reviews has grown louder, debate has risen over 
the role of ratings/rankings. When asked how their 
organizations manage the distribution of individual 
performance ratings/categories, respondents cited 
a few different practices: 

Doesn’t use a defined or expected  
distribution of individual ratings ................ 55 percent

Assigns expected percentage range of  
employees per rating/category (e.g.,  
10 percent to 15 percent of employees  
in a category) .............................................. 16 percent

Stack ranks every individual employee  
from top to bottom ..................................... 7 percent

Assigns a defined percentage of employees  
per rating/category (e.g., 12 percent  
of employees in a category) ....................... 5 percent

Fully 17 percent of respondents said they don’t 
employ ratings at all. 



EMPLOYEES 
UNSURE OF 
VALUE OF 
PERFORMANCE 
MANAGEMENT  Completely Somewhat  Somewhat Extremely

 useless useless  Neutral valuable valuable

5% 27% 30% 31% 7%

“If they are done well, they’re wonderfully valuable for people who 
want to know where they are going and how they’ve been doing.”

 Julie Lynch, vice president, talent and culture, National Fire 
Protection Association

Employee sentiment about the performance-
management process continues to be a mixed bag. 
When asked how they believe employees perceive 
the value of performance evaluations in their 
organizations, respondents were fairly evenly split 
between a positive and negative view:



PERFORMANCE 
DISCUSSIONS 
FEW AND FAR 
BETWEEN

“It’s all about having that really important meeting with the 
employee [s] to let them know how they’re doing. If you’re waiting a 

year to tell someone they have a problem, it’s too late.”

Mason Dirickson, CEO, Acme Consulting

Organizations say they are interested in adopting 
more of an “ongoing conversation” approach to 
performance management. When asked how often 
such performance-oriented discussions take place, 
however, twice as many respondents said they 
occur on an annual basis as those who said they 
occur on an as-needed basis: 

Annually..................39 percent
Bi-annually .............21 percent
As needed ..............19 percent
Quarterly .................18 percent

Just 3 percent reported weekly performance 
discussions while a mere 1 percent indicated 
such conversations never take place in their 
organizations. 



CURRENT 
PROCESSES 
EFFECTIVELY 
CONVEY 
EXPECTATIONS Not at all Useful Very Useful

5% 17% 35% 31% 12%

Performance management is about more than 
evaluating employees’ contributions. It’s about 
letting them know what’s expected of them. Asked 
about the usefulness and effectiveness of their 
performance-management processes in achieving 
this goal, the majority of respondents expressed 
confidence in their systems:



CONFIDENCE 
LACKING IN 
MANAGERS’ 
CAPABILITIES

Holding formal performance-evaluation 9% 66% 25% 
discussions with employees

Setting goals for/with employees 12% 56% 32%

Providing career-development guidance 6% 38% 56%  
to employees

Gathering multisource information 9% 42% 49% 
on employee performance

Ensuring performance evaluations 14% 64% 22% 
are fair and equitable

Having candid dialogues with direct 11% 56% 33% 
reports about the reports’ performance

Linking individual performance to 8% 47% 45% 
actionable development planning

Highly 
skilled

Moderately 
skilled

Marginally 
skilled

Considering the pivotal role managers play in 
the performance-management process, it’s 
alarming how little confidence respondents have in 
managers’ capabilities. Asked to assess the skill 
level of managers/supervisors in several key areas, 
relatively few respondents deemed them “highly 
skilled” in any of them: 



MANAGER 
TRAINING 
LACKING

The lack of confidence in managers’/supervisors’ 
performance-management competencies could be 
due to a lack of training, as a large percentage of 
organizations don’t train this critical constituency 
in some of the key aspects of the process. Asked 
what kinds of training their organizations provide 
to managers/supervisors, respondents most often 
cited: 

Performance evaluation discussion ....... 65 percent
Performance documentation .................. 52 percent
Performance coaching ............................ 51 percent
Goal setting ............................................. 48 percent 
Performance-improvement-  
plan generation ....................................... 40 percent

Seventeen percent provide no training at all.



PERFORMANCE 
MANAGEMENT 
STAYING OUT OF 
THE CLOUD 

Everywhere you turn, people are talking about the 
cloud. When it comes to performance management, 
however, the vast majority of organizations have not 
embraced such technology. Currently, fewer than 
one-quarter (22 percent) of all respondents rely on 
a cloud-based performance-management solution. 
When a cloud-based solution is employed, it is 
most often for the following capabilities: 

Administering performance reviews ...... 80 percent
Establishing/tracking goals .................... 69 percent
Maintaining a log of  
performance conversations .................... 51 percent

Planning developmental activities, tracking 
employee performance against business objectives, 
and identifying employee competencies and skill 
gaps were all tied at 44 percent. 

Looking to the future, 79 percent of organizations 
that have not yet implemented a cloud-based 
performance-management solution have no plans to 
do so.



MISSING 
MEASUREMENTS

Apparently, the old adage—“What gets measured, 
gets done”—is not being widely applied to 
performance management. When asked how the 
success of their organizations’ processes are 
measured, more than one-third (37 percent) of 
respondents said they don’t measure the success 
of their performance-management processes at 
all. Among those who do undertake some form of 
measurement, the top responses were:

Tracking compliance .................................43 percent
Reviewing engagement results ................28 percent
Differentiating retention rates  
between top and low performers .............17 percent
Implementing focus groups  
and/or feedback surveys ..........................17 percent
Determining the percentage of turnover  
among chronic underperformers ..............16 percent
Looking at 360 results of managers .......12 percent



FOCUSED ON 
THE FUTURE

Clearly recognizing the need to improve their 
existing performance-management processes, 
respondents cited a number of changes their 
organizations plan to make in the next three years:

Encourage more frequent  
performance discussions ..................... 63 percent
Solicit more 360-degree feedback ...... 31 percent
Eliminate ratings/rankings ................... 10 percent

Obviously, the verdict is still out when it comes to 
formal reviews. While 5 percent of respondents 
say their organizations plan to eliminate formal 
reviews, a nearly equal number (6 percent) report 
plans to institute or reinstitute formal reviews. 
Nineteen percent don’t intend to make any changes 
at all. 



SENIOR 
MANAGERS 
EXPRESS 
CONCERNS

With debate about the effectiveness of performance 
management swirling around them, it’s no wonder 
senior managers have voiced a number of concerns 
about the process. When asked what feedback their 
senior management team has expressed about the 
performance-management program, participants’ 
responses were mostly negative: 

Is disappointed with the amount of time  
required to do performance management .... 42 percent
Has an interest in shifting to agile  
performance management ............................ 31 percent
Is pleased by the greater  
alignment with business goals ...................... 29 percent
Has concerns about manager and  
employee confusion or dissatisfaction .......... 26 percent
Has a desire for more flexibility  
for individual managers .................................. 24 percent
Has concerns about the lack  
of manager training ........................................ 20 percent
Is disappointed with the lack of  
business impact and results .......................... 19 percent

One-quarter of respondents say their senior-
management team hasn’t reported any concerns. 
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