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roviding negative feedback during employee performance reviews is an uncomfortable but necessary part of being a successful manager. Such feedback is especially important when you’re managing employees with great potential.
How you deliver that message is important. Surveys show that employees value negative feedback when it’s delivered constructively. But a poor approach can cause resentment and further job disengagement.
Here are tips to follow when giving your next review:

Before the review
Review the job description before assessing performance.
Write down specific criticisms of work performance and behavior along with suggestions for improvement.
Review your assumptions about the criti- cisms. For example, if you believe an employee doesn’t listen or follow instructions, make sure you are communicating clearly.
Acknowledge any feelings of frustration you have about the employee, and don’t let them influence your criticisms.

During the review
Introduce the criticisms by clarifying your goals and intentions. For example, say, “I want your work to improve so that you can become
a top performer.”
Criticize constructively by explaining precisely what the employee must do to improve in nonjudgmental terms.
For example, don’t say, “You have poor time management” and leave it at that. Say, “You must prioritize your tasks better, figure how long it will take to complete them and do so more quickly to become more productive.”

Be as specific as possible. Instead of saying, “Don’t make your reports so long,” say, “Shorten your reports to five to eight pages maximum.”
Address each problem individually. Cite specific examples and let the employee respond. Don’t bring up a new problem until you’ve thoroughly discussed the current one.
Don’t always preface criticism with a compliment. It comes across as insincere and delivers mixed messages. For example, don’t say, “You are a good employee, but you never get to work on time.” Instead, get straight to the criticism in a factual way:


Reviews aren’t lectures:
10 questions to spark dialogue

Productive reviews should be two-way discussions. Here are questions supervisors can ask to encourage employee participation:
1. What do you see as the major responsibilities of your job?
2. Which are the most important? Least important? Why?
3. Which tasks take up most of your time?
4. What do you like best about your job? Least?
5. What would you change about it?
6. What accomplishments are you most
pleased about?
7. Are there ways we could use your tal-
ents more effectively?
8. In what areas do you feel you could do
a more effective job?
9. What developmental opportunities
would be helpful to you?
10. How can I more effectively manage you and your work?

“During the past month, you were more than
20 minutes late on six separate days. The job requires that you arrive on time.”
Be prepared with documentation. If you’re planning to cite major flaws in the employee’s work, be prepared to show concrete examples in the review. Otherwise, the employee may shrug off your comments as hyperbole.
Be prepared for a counterattack. Is there any chance the employee will complain about unclear explanations or lack of supervision from you?
Finally, develop a plan for improvement. Your review preparation should always include a plan for helping the employee improve per- formance. During the meeting, the employee may suggest additional solutions.
In the end, you should have a concrete plan on paper for improving performance, includ- ing benchmarks, a timeline and consequences if those short-term goals aren’t met. This will allow the employee to leave the meeting with
a clear road map to getting back on a path to success.

Rewriting the script: 4 examples
Supervisors are more successful in performance reviews when they use clear, nonjudgmental language that focuses on results and behavior. Notice the differences here:
Negative: “Your work has been sloppy lately.” (too vague)
Positive: “Your last three reports contained an unacceptable number of statistical errors.” (cites specifics)
Negative: “Don’t you bother to proofread anything anymore?” (accusatory tone)
Positive: “Is there a reason these errors are still occurring?” (gives employee a chance to explain)
Negative: “You’re obviously not a mathema- tician.” (focuses on person, not performance)
Positive: “I know you’re capable of produc- ing more accurate work.” (reaffirms confidence in employee’s abilities)
Negative: “Don’t let it happen again.”
(blanket demands)
Positive: “How can we prevent errors from creeping into reports?” (asks for feedback on improving performance)
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hen drafting performance reviews, every manager aims to be fair and consistent. But research shows that, too often, a concept known as “rater bias” can subtly—and inadvertently—influence a manager’s ratings.
It is important to note that rater bias is not what’s sometimes referred to as implicit bias, in which someone’s alleged unconscious prejudices affect behavior towards others based on their protected characteristics. Rater bias has more to do with when and how reviews are conducted.  
Here are the six most common types of bias to be aware of when drafting reviews or other types of feedback :

1. Recency bias
Research shows that managers’ reviews typically put more weight on performance and behavior that occurred most recently. If you rely solely on your memory to evaluate perfor- mance, you’re making the appraisal more dif- ficult than necessary—and less effective.
To avoid this type of bias, institute a simple recording system to document employees’ performance and behaviors—both good and bad. This doesn’t need to be sophisticated. Simple notes in a folder or regular emails into an Outlook folder will do. Include concrete examples of positive and negative actions.
Focus on recent actions only if they rep- resent a significant decline or improvement. But consider everything employees have done during the entire evaluation period.

2. Leniency and strictness bias
For reasons they may not recognize, some managers offer exceptionally high ratings across the board, even for marginal employees. Maybe they want to avoid confrontations with employees.
On the flip side, some managers are exces- sively strict, refusing to hand out great reviews, even to great employees.
In both cases, overly strict and overly lenient ratings do a disservice to the employee and open the organization to legal trouble. For example, if you must terminate a poor performer, those recent reviews that rate the employee highly can sink your defense. 

Phrases never to use
during performance reviews

“You’re wrong.” If an employee tries to explain why her job rating should have been higher, don’t slap back. That will only trigger anger and more confrontation. Instead, turn back to your documented facts of the employee’s performance and say, “I know you disagree, but I believe this evaluation accurately reflects your performance.”
“You did a great job but …” Whatever comes after the “but” negates the preceding compliment. Don’t directly connect praise with constructive criticism. Instead say, “On the other hand, you can do even better by making these improvements.” Then cite them specifically.
“I understand.” This phrase can excuse unacceptable performance or behavior by conveying empathy. Avoid it.
“Your position here is solid as long as you keep up the good work.” You may intend such statements to encourage good performance, but they’re legally dangerous because they imply an employment contract that a court could find binding. That limits the organization’s ability to terminate the person if his or her performance declines.

Periodically review evaluation guidelines. Ask yourself if you have any preconceived notions about handing out the highest and lowest scores. Ask HR or a fellow manager to review your ratings.

3. The ‘halo effect’
The halo effect occurs when a manager rates an employee’s performance in several areas based on his or her performance in one area.
For example, someone who contributes excellent ideas but performs other duties poorly or average may receive a good overall evaluation. Or a cocky high performer may receive lower-than-deserved ratings in several areas because of his attitude. Don’t generalize based on performance in one area.

4. Central tendency bias
This involves managers who tend to rate employees in the middle of evaluation scales— never on either end of the “great” to “poor” scale.
Evaluations work best when managers use all ratings levels, when warranted, to portray strengths and weaknesses.
Remember that most employees perform better in some areas than others. And most

departments have poor, average and excellent performers.

5. Compare/contrast bias
Don’t base evaluations on comparisons with co-workers.
When you’ve got a star performer on a team, it’s common to want to compare every other player to that person. But it’s not fair. Instead, rate each person’s performance indi- vidually according to the organization’s prede- termined performance criteria.

6. Length of employment bias
Studies have also demonstrated that some managers dish out reviews due, in part, to the employees’ length of employment. The longer the tenure, the better the review. Don’t assume that experience automatically equals good performance. Evaluate senior employees as objectively as new hires.
The bottom line: Remember that it’s natu- ral for managers to have different personal feelings about each employee—and have pre- conceived notions about their performance. But your goal is to separate those personal views about employees from their actual per- formance, and to offer the most objective and consistent feedback possible.
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W
hen it comes time to write performance evaluations, it’s best to stay away from broad generalizations about the employee’s work. Generic observations that lack detail will frustrate employees and reduce the chance that employees will make the necessary changes.
Instead, provide concrete examples that support your stated performance rankings. Citing examples helps drive home your points,

motivate employees and, as you’ll see later, even defend against legal complaints. Keeping a performance log throughout the year can help you compile these specific examples (see box below).
Use the following guidelines to help write evaluations:
1. Cite specific examples of employee performance—positive and negative.


Keep a performance log for every employee


It happens to every manager: You sit down to prepare a staff member’s review and realize you can remember only what the person has done the past few weeks. Or you allow only a single incident (good or bad) to color your assessment.
That’s why it’s best to institute a system to document performance throughout the year. The easiest way: Keep a performance log for each employee. These can be as simple as sheets of paper in a folder or a Word document on your computer. Establish a system that you will use regularly. Also, keep the notes confidential. Here are some tips:
•   Include positive and negative behaviors. The easiest way to do this: Update logs on a regular basis, instead of waiting for a specific incident.
•   Date each entry. Details such as time, date
and day of the week help identify patterns.
•   Write observations. Don’t make assumptions about the reasons for the behavior.
•   Don’t make excuses. While the employee may be having personal problems, don’t speculate.
   



· Don’t suggest reasons for employee actions
	without direct evidence.
· Be brief, but complete. Log entries should use specific examples rather than general comments.
What to include …
✔ Project assignments and deadlines met or
not met
✔ Your assessment of the quality of an
employee’s work
✔ Instances of tardiness, work absences or extended breaks
✔ Disciplinary discussions, actions taken
✔ Positive contributions to work
… And what to leave out
✗   Rumors or speculation about the employee’s personal life
✗   Theories about the employee’s behavior or work quality
✗   Information about the employee’s family, ethnicity, beliefs or medical history
✗   Unsubstantiated complaints against the employee

Wrong: “Alex doesn’t get his work in on time.”
Right: “Over the last year, Alex has submit- ted six of eight customer reports that were two to three days late.”
Wrong: “Alex’s reports are thorough.”
Right: “Alex’s reports detail why customers have left and provide concrete ideas on how to regain them.”
2. Tie the examples to ratings and performance expectations.
Example: “Alex must submit projects on time as part of meeting performance expecta- tions in this area. Alex can help improve his deadline performance by managing his time better and asking questions as soon as they arise.”
3. Include key numerical measurements
of performance when possible.
Examples: “Joe’s time to train new hires averages about six hours, instead of the usual seven.” “Mary didn’t meet her sales goals during eight of the last 12 months.”
4. Suggest ways to coach employees to improve performance.
Example: “We will have Jim spend a day listening to customer service representatives who adhere
to company practices. The goal is to help

Jim meet the company’s expectations for the position.”

The legal reason to get specific
Here’s another reason to fill your performance reviews with specifics: Courts will believe a manager’s notes a lot more than his or her recollections.
Say an ex-employee sues, claiming his fir- ing was a case of age or sex discrimination, not poor work. If a manager can show notes and performance reviews that detail the poor per- formance, the organization will be much more likely to win the case.
Case in point: A Georgia factory worker sued after being fired for poor performance. The employee, who is Black, argued that the real reason was race discrimination. His proof? A white manager with the same title also received a poor evaluation but kept his job.
The company argued that the two man- agers weren’t comparable because the fired employee had a much longer list of mistakes, and the company had clear documentation to prove it. The court agreed and tossed out the case. (Frazier v. Doosan Infracore)
Bottom line: Courts don’t want to micro- manage a manager’s every move, but they do expect you to document your decisions.
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erformance review meetings can bring anxiety to both sides of the desk. But it doesn’t have to be that way. With the right planning by supervisors, the meeting can be a productive, morale-boosting exchange.
Here are seven steps for running produc- tive and stress-free meetings, according to Marie McIntyre, Ph.D., who offers a variety of career success strategies on her website, YourOfficeCoach.com.
1. Create the right atmosphere. Help the employee feel at ease from the outset. Hold the review in a private, neutral environment, such as a small conference room.

Schedule the time days in advance, with the employee’s input. Avoid meeting during a busy or stressful time for the employee. And don’t squeeze it in between meetings or before lunch.
Create an environment that supports dis- cussion and cooperation. Sit beside your
staffer if possible—not across the desk or table. Eliminate as many interruptions as possible.
2. Give the employee an overview of how the discussion will be structured. Make it clear that you don’t expect to do all the talking.
Example: “First, I’d like for us to talk about each of the goals that you had for last year and


Ask the right questions to turn it into a two-way conversation


Productive performance reviews should always be two-way discussions. The following questions can help encourage employee participation.

JOB RESPONSIBILITIES
1. What do you see as the major responsibilities of your job?
2. Which are most important? Least important? Why?
3. What takes the most time?
4. What do you like best about your job? Least?
5. What would you change about your job?

EXPECTATIONS/GOALS
6. What accomplishments are you most
	pleased about?
7. What has contributed to your success?
8. In some areas, has it been difficult to reach your objectives? How could I help with these areas?




STRENGTHS
9. What do you consider your strong points?
10. How do these abilities help in your job?
11. Are there ways we could use your talents more effectively?

AREAS FOR IMPROVEMENT
12. In what areas do you feel you could do a more effective job?
13. What have you been doing to improve in these areas?
14. How could I be of help to you?

DEVELOPMENT
15. What abilities would you like to improve?
16. What developmental opportunities would
be helpful to you?

the results that were achieved. Then we can discuss the performance factors listed on the form. Finally, I’d like to review your goals for this year and talk about professional develop- ment opportunities.”
3. Discuss job performance openly. If
the employee hasn’t read his or her review in advance, explain the overall rating, since that’s usually what employees are most concerned about. Indicate that the reasons for the rating will be discussed as you go through the vari- ous parts of the appraisal.
If the employee did read the review in advance, ask if there are any questions about it. If the questions are general, answer them.
4. Talk about one goal or performance area at a time. Discuss strengths and needs for improvement in each area. Cite concrete
examples of both positive and negative perfor- mance in each area.
5. Ask for the employee’s input. In any
area requiring improvement, ask what resources or training the employee needs to improve.
If a self-appraisal was done, incorporate the employee’s comments into your discussion.
6. Set clear goals for the upcoming year and discuss plans for professional develop- ment. Make those goals as specific as possible.
7. Summarize the discussion. Take a few minutes at the end to summarize the employ- ee’s strengths, needed improvements and

goals for the coming year. Review any action steps that were agreed upon. Establish follow- up dates and thank the employee for the time.

Typical employee fears about reviews
Here are some of the most common ques- tions/concerns that employees have about review meetings. Supervisors will be more successful if they plan ahead to manage these issues:
__ Will it be scheduled in advance? Will there be enough time for a real discussion?
__ Will it be private?
__ Will it be kept confidential?
__ Do I know what expectations I will be eval- uated on? Were they explained in advance?
__ Will there be any surprises? (Has the employee been given ongoing feedback on his or her performance?)
__ Does my manager know what my job involves?
__ Will the evaluation be honest? Will it be fair and unbiased?
__ Will my manager listen to what I say?
__ Will we talk about things I do well?
__ Will I feel free to discuss the evaluation and my reaction to it?
__ Will we discuss developmental opportuni- ties for me?
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ou know the drill. An employee’s evaluation meeting is approaching and you’re all set. But here’s a list of common traps that can trip up even the most prepared manager. Such blunders can not only deflate the morale of an employee but also plant the seeds for a lawsuit down the road.
1. Not using objective factors rather than assumptions about a particular employee’s expected performance.
2. Letting personal feelings influence the assessment (e.g., rating employees favorably because they are friendly with the manager outside of work ; rating employees poorly because they’ve filed a previous complaint).
3. Rating all employees as average. Taking the easy way out will ultimately drive away top performers and encourage poor performers to stay at their same low performance level.
4. Inflating the ratings of poor perform- ers. Some managers assume an inflated rat- ing will motivate employees to improve their behavior. But most do so to avoid having a
confrontation or because they don’t know how to correct their employee’s problem behavior. Ignoring employee problems only allows the problems to grow.
5. Relying only on recent performance. The review should cover the entire review period (usually 12 months) and should address the employee’s growth (or lack
thereof) over that period.
6. Equating long tenure with positive performance. An assumption that an employee has been with the company for a long time because he or she is a good worker can be erroneous. Managers should be on the lookout for veteran employees who are actually stuck in a rut and may be content to simply “get by” instead of consciously trying to excel.
7. Basing employee ratings on the man- ager’s own ratings. Some managers assume that their status alone makes them the hands- down top performer in their department. So if they receive an average rating, they will not let their employees’ ratings exceed average.
8. Putting too much emphasis on how employees stack up against other employees rather than on how they fare against objective performance standards and expectations. Using forced rankings or ranking on a bell curve can result in good performers being unfairly rated as poor.
9. Failing to explain reasons for the ratings. An appraisal form with no comment fields completed is unacceptable. So, too, are comments that aren’t specific. Managers should always provide concrete examples that back up their ratings.
10. Making backhanded compliments (e.g., “You did a great job on the Tucker account, Jill, especially for your age.”). Instead, offer a compliment as a compliment. “You did a great job, Jill. Thanks.”
11. Focusing on personal characteristics and not on behaviors. Managers are not supposed to be judging employees as human beings; they are to evaluate employees’ job performance and workplace behaviors. Areas to focus on: time management skills, teamwork, professionalism, organizational skills, communication, judgment, job knowledge, initiative and dependability.
12. Interpreting motives behind behav- ior, instead of just stating the behavior (e.g., “Shane isn’t committed to the job. That’s why he was late to work 21 times”).
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ou’ve no doubt heard it again and again—the key to winning lawsuits is to document, document, document. Courts don’t lend much credence to documents that appear after the fact, often suspecting that such notes are made up to cover discrimination. And then there are the documents that disappear.
Whether deleted by accident or because the employer lacks clear rules about what to toss and what to keep, having to admit to a judge that you don’t have a document may mean big fines and penalties, up to and including having the lawsuit become an automatic win for a fired worker.
Recent case: Jeff, who was 59 years old, worked as the general manager for one of the most profitable Chili’s restaurants in Nashville. It fired Jeff, allegedly for creating a toxic culture and not “living the Chili’s way.” According to Chili’s, employees must treat employees well, satisfy guests and turn a good profit.
Jeff went to the EEOC, alleging age discrimination. He claimed that the chain wanted younger managers who might be able to attract more millennials to the restaurants. When pressed, Chili’s could not articulate why it fired Jeff. Part of the problem was that the employer had destroyed all original documents about Jeff’s employment and the reasons it fired him.
However, Chili’s insisted it had fired him after guest and team member complaints, something an unidentified employee had reduced to a memo after the fact. The memo concluded that they could justify the termination based on “insubordination and performance concerns.”
When the EEOC investigated the discharge, it discovered that Chili’s did not have any past performance reviews, complaints or disciplinary records for Jeff. Nor did the company have a uniform document-retention policy. It wasn’t until months after the firing that HR issued a litigation hold to retain records, and by then, all emails about the discharge had been deleted.
The court tossed the case out, reasoning that the memo created after the fact was based on documents that had been destroyed or deleted and therefore wasn’t admissible. That left the employer with nothing to back up its decision to fire Jeff. The case now goes to trial. (Kean v. Brinker International dba Chili’s, 6th Cir., 2025) 
Dos and don’ts of record-keeping
· Do reduce information you’re basing discipline on to writing.
· Do date-stamp all written documents.
· Do have a record-retention policy that includes preserving all disciplinary records for at least two years after employment ends.
· Don’t destroy any records supporting memos justifying disciplinary recommendations. You need the original records, too.
· Don’t neglect to preserve all records related to an employee’s discharge the moment you receive notice that the employee may sue.
· Don’t create documents after the fact or backdate documents. Doing so can mean penalties or even an automatic win for the employee. It’s relatively easy these days to determine via meta-data when a document was created.


