
 

Strategic Human Resource Management 

 

Lecture 9 

 

Strategies for Managing Performance 

 

Lecturer: Dr. Amy Vundi 

 

Lecture learning outcomes  

At the end of this lecture, you will be able to: 

i. Explain the core principles of modern performance management. 

ii. Analyze key tactical strategies like OKRs, check-ins, and 360 feedback. 

iii. Evaluate the critical role of managers and necessary training. 

iv. Understand how technology and data enhance performance systems. 

v. Identify common pitfalls and strategies to avoid them. 

Comprehensive Strategies for Modern Performance Management 

9.0 Introduction 

Performance management has undergone a profound transformation in the last decade. 

Moving away from the traditional, often dreaded, annual review cycle, contemporary 

approaches emphasize continuous feedback, employee development, and strategic alignment. 

The modern philosophy views performance management not as a punitive, backward-looking 

audit, but as a forward-looking, collaborative process designed to unlock human potential and 

drive organizational success. This paradigm shift recognizes that performance is a dynamic, 

ongoing dialogue, not a static, annual event. An effective performance management system is 

a strategic lever that can enhance employee engagement, foster a culture of high performance, 

and build organizational resilience in an increasingly complex and volatile business 

environment (Pulakos & O’Leary, 2021). 

This document provides a detailed exploration of the core strategies that constitute a modern, 

effective performance management system. It will delve into the foundational principles, 

specific tactical approaches, the role of technology, and the critical importance of training 

managers to execute these strategies effectively. 



 

9.2 Foundational Principles: The Bedrock of Effective Performance Management 

Before implementing specific tactics, it is crucial to establish the underlying principles that 

guide the entire system. These principles shape the culture and ensure that performance 

management is perceived as fair, valuable, and integral to the employee experience. 

1. Continuous Feedback and Coaching 

The annual performance review is widely criticized for its "recency bias," where ratings are 

disproportionately influenced by the last few months of work, and for its inability to address 

issues in a timely manner. The alternative is a culture of continuous feedback. This involves 

regular, informal check-ins between managers and employees that focus on recent work, 

immediate challenges, and quick course corrections. This transforms the manager's role from 

a judge to a coach. 

Coaching-oriented conversations are future-focused and developmental. They are 

characterized by asking open-ended questions, actively listening, and empowering employees 

to find their own solutions. As noted by Jones et al. (2022), organizations that embed 

continuous coaching into their management practices see significant improvements in 

employee agility, engagement, and performance. This approach ensures that feedback is 

delivered when it is most relevant and actionable, rather than being stored up for a potentially 

stressful annual meeting. 

2. Goal Setting and Alignment: OKRs and SMART Goals 

Clear, well-defined goals are the compass that guides employee effort. Without them, 

performance management lacks direction and objective criteria for evaluation. Two 

complementary frameworks dominate modern goal-setting. 

 Objectives and Key Results (OKRs): Popularized by companies like Google, the OKR 

framework is designed for alignment and ambitious goal-setting. The Objective is a 

qualitative, inspirational goal (e.g., "Become the market leader in customer satisfaction for 

our sector"). The Key Results are 3-5 quantitative, measurable metrics that track the 

achievement of that objective (e.g., "Achieve a Net Promoter Score of 75," "Reduce customer 

service wait times by 30%"). OKRs are often set publicly and can cascade from the 

organizational level down to teams and individuals, ensuring everyone is pulling in the same 

direction (Bauer, 2023). 



 

 SMART Goals: This classic acronym remains highly effective for defining individual 

performance expectations. Goals should be Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, 

and Time-bound. While OKRs often push for "stretch" goals, SMART goals ensure that day-

to-day performance expectations are clear and realistic. A blended approach, using OKRs for 

strategic, ambitious targets and SMART goals for core job responsibilities, is often the most 

effective. 

3. Development-Centric Approach 

A modern performance management system is intrinsically linked to employee development. 

The primary question should not only be "How did you perform?" but also "How can we help 

you grow?" This shifts the focus from a judgment of past actions to an investment in future 

capability. 

This involves creating Individual Development Plans (IDPs) that are living documents, 

updated regularly during check-ins. IDPs should identify skill gaps, career aspirations, and 

the specific actions (e.g., training, mentorship, stretch assignments) required to bridge them. 

When employees see that the organization is genuinely invested in their growth, their 

commitment and performance increase substantially (Cappelli & Tavis, 2021). This approach 

is critical for talent retention and building a robust internal pipeline for future leaders. 

Reflection Question 1: How does your organization's current performance management 

process balance the assessment of past performance with the planning of future development? 

Is the scale tipped more toward judgment or growth? 

Answer to Reflection Question 1: 

In many traditional models, the scale is heavily tipped toward judgment. The annual review is 

primarily a summative evaluation that determines compensation and promotion, often leaving 

little room or psychological safety for a genuine developmental conversation. A 

development-centric approach would intentionally separate the performance conversation 

from the compensation discussion. It would ensure that every performance review includes a 

dedicated segment focused solely on the employee’s career goals, skill development, and the 

support they need from the organization. The language used would shift from "you failed to 

meet X standard" to "what skills do we need to develop for you to excel at X in the future?" 



 

9.3  Key Tactical Strategies and Processes 

With the foundational principles in place, specific tactical strategies can be implemented to 

bring the system to life. 

1.  Regular Check-in Conversations 

The cornerstone of continuous performance management is the regular one-on-one 

(1:1) meeting between a manager and an employee. These should be scheduled 

weekly or bi-weekly and be sacred, uninterrupted time. The agenda should be co-

created, but typically covers: 

 Priorities for the upcoming period. 

 Progress on current goals and projects. 

 Any obstacles or challenges the employee is facing. 

 Feedback and recognition. 

 Brief discussion on development and well-being. 

These conversations are not mini-performance reviews; they are operational and relational 

touchpoints that keep work on track and strengthen the manager-employee relationship 

(Mone & London, 2018). 

2. 360-Degree Feedback 

To provide a holistic view of performance, many organizations incorporate 360-degree 

feedback. This involves gathering performance insights from a circle of sources: managers, 

peers, direct reports (if applicable), and sometimes even customers. This multi-rater feedback 

is invaluable because it captures behaviors that a manager may not directly observe, such as 

collaboration, influence, and interpersonal skills. 

For 360 feedback to be effective, it must be presented as a development tool, not a 

performance evaluation. The results should be delivered confidentially to the employee, often 

with the support of a trained coach or manager to help interpret the feedback and create a 

meaningful development plan. When used correctly, it can powerfully illuminate blind spots 

and reinforce strengths (Nowack & Mashihi, 2022). 

3. Real-Time Recognition and Feedback Tools 

Technology platforms can facilitate the continuous feedback principle. Many modern Human 



 

Capital Management (HCM) systems include features that allow employees to give "kudos" 

or short bursts of recognition to their colleagues for small wins. This democratizes feedback, 

making it a cultural norm rather than a top-down directive. These tools can also allow for 

real-time, constructive feedback tied to specific projects or goals, creating a rich, searchable 

record of performance that informs more formal reviews. 

4. Calibration Sessions 

To combat manager bias and ensure consistency and fairness across the organization, 

calibration sessions are essential. In these meetings, managers come together to discuss their 

proposed performance ratings for their employees. They present the evidence and rationale 

for their scores, and other managers provide challenge and perspective. 

This process helps to: 

 Reduce "Halo/Horns" Effect: Where a manager's overall impression of an employee 

unfairly influences specific performance ratings. 

 Mitigate Leniency/Strictness Bias: Where some managers are consistently easier or harder 

graders than others. 

 Establish a Common Standard: Ensuring that a "Exceeds Expectations" rating means the 

same thing in the Marketing department as it does in Engineering. 

Calibration is a rigorous process that promotes equity and strengthens the credibility of the 

entire performance management system (Pulakos et al., 2021). 

Reflection Question 2: Think about the last piece of critical feedback you gave or received. 

Was it delivered in a timely manner, close to the event it referenced? What was the context, 

and how could a framework of continuous check-ins have improved the outcome? 

Answer to Reflection Question 2: 

Often, critical feedback is delayed, either due to a lack of a formal mechanism or because the 

manager is avoiding a difficult conversation. When feedback is delayed, its impact is 

diminished. The employee may not remember the specific event clearly, and the feedback can 

feel like a personal attack rather than constructive guidance on a past action. In a system with 

regular check-ins, the context for feedback is already established. The conversation is a 

normal, expected part of the workflow. A manager could say, "In our last check-in, you 



 

committed to sending the client report by Tuesday. I noticed it went out on Wednesday. Can 

we talk about what happened and how we can ensure timelines are met in the future?" This 

makes the feedback specific, timely, and focused on problem-solving rather than personality. 

9.4 The Role of the Manager and Necessary Training 

A performance management system is only as good as the managers who implement it. 

Simply providing managers with a new process or software is insufficient. They must be 

equipped with the skills and mindset to be effective coaches. 

1. Critical Managerial Competencies 

Managers need to be trained in several key areas: 

 Giving and Receiving Feedback: This includes both positive reinforcement and constructive 

criticism. Training should cover models like the Situation-Behavior-Impact (SBI) model to 

make feedback objective and non-judgmental. 

 Coaching for Performance: Skills include active listening, powerful questioning, and 

guiding employees to self-identify solutions rather than being told what to do. 

 Goal Setting: Managers must be proficient in helping their teams set meaningful OKRs and 

SMART goals that are aligned with business objectives. 

 Running Effective Check-ins: Training on how to structure a 1:1, set an agenda, and create a 

safe, confidential space for dialogue. 

 Mitigating Unconscious Bias: Awareness of common biases (recency, similarity, 

confirmation bias) and strategies, like using calibration, to minimize their impact on 

performance evaluations. 

Without this training, even the most well-designed system can fail, as managers will default 

to their old habits and styles (Murphy & Cleveland, 2021). 

2. Holding Difficult Conversations 

A significant part of performance management involves addressing underperformance. Many 

managers are ill-equipped for these challenging discussions and may avoid them, allowing 

performance issues to fester. Training must include role-playing and frameworks for having 

empathetic yet direct conversations about performance gaps. This involves stating the 

observed performance issue clearly, discussing its impact, listening to the employee's 



 

perspective, and collaboratively developing a performance improvement plan (PIP) with clear 

milestones and support mechanisms. 

Reflection Question 3: What specific training and resources have been provided to 

managers in your organization to prepare them for their role as performance coaches? Is this 

training mandatory and ongoing? 

Answer to Reflection Question 3: 

In many organizations, manager training is sporadic, optional, or focused solely on 

administrative aspects of the performance review cycle (how to fill out the form). A best-

practice organization would mandate comprehensive training for all people managers, 

covering the competencies listed above. This training would not be a one-time event but an 

ongoing program, with refresher courses, advanced workshops on coaching, and communities 

of practice where managers can share challenges and solutions. The organization would also 

provide managers with easy-to-use toolkits, conversation guides, and access to HR business 

partners for coaching on complex performance situations. 

9.5 Leveraging Technology and Data 

Technology plays an enabling role in modern performance management. A modern 

Performance Management System (PMS) or a module within a larger HCM platform can 

streamline and enhance the entire process. 

9.5.1 Capabilities of Modern Systems: 

 Goal Tracking: Centralized repositories for OKRs and SMART goals, allowing for visibility 

and alignment across the organization. 

 Feedback and Recognition Tools: Platforms for giving and receiving real-time feedback and 

praise. 

 Check-in Agendas and Tracking: Tools to schedule, document, and track action items from 

1:1 conversations. 

 360-Degree Feedback Administration: Automated systems for sending out surveys, 

compiling reports, and ensuring anonymity. 

 Performance Analytics: Dashboards that provide insights into organizational trends, such as 

skill gaps, engagement levels, and high-potential talent. 



 

9.5.2 The Role of People Analytics 

The data collected through a performance management system can be a powerful source of 

business intelligence. People analytics teams can analyze this data to answer strategic 

questions, such as: 

 What are the key competencies of our highest performers? 

 Is there a correlation between frequency of check-ins and employee engagement scores? 

 What are the most common skill gaps across the organization, and how should we tailor our 

L&D investments? 

This data-driven approach allows HR and business leaders to move from anecdotal evidence 

to informed decision-making about their talent strategy (Marler & Boudreau, 2023). 

9.6 Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them 

Even with the best intentions, organizations can stumble in their performance management 

journey. 

 Pitfall 1: Implementing a New System without Explaining the "Why." Employees and 

managers may resist change if they do not understand the rationale behind it. 

o Solution: Communicate the purpose, benefits, and vision of the new system clearly and 

repeatedly. Involve stakeholders in the design process to build buy-in. 

 Pitfall 2: Treating it as an HR Initiative, Not a Business Initiative. When performance 

management is owned solely by HR, it lacks the credibility and commitment of line leaders. 

o Solution: Secure strong sponsorship from senior leadership. Equip and hold managers 

accountable for executing the process effectively. 

 Pitfall 3: Focusing Only on Top and Bottom Performers. This neglects the vital "middle 

70%" who constitute the bulk of the workforce and drive most of the work. 

o Solution: Ensure the system is designed to develop all employees. Recognize reliable 

contributors and provide them with pathways for growth. 

 Pitfall 4: Failing to Act on the Data. Collecting 360 feedback and performance data is 

useless if no developmental actions or strategic decisions result from it. 

o Solution: Close the loop. Ensure development plans are created from feedback. Use analytics 

to inform talent strategy and share insights with the business. 



 

Reflection Question 4: Reflect on the potential pitfalls listed above. Which one poses the 

greatest risk to the successful implementation of a modern performance management system 

in your organization, and why? 

Answer to Reflection Question 4: 

The greatest risk is often Pitfall 2: Treating it as an HR Initiative. If senior leaders are not 

visibly championing the new approach and holding their own leadership teams accountable, 

the initiative will be perceived as "just another HR program." Managers will comply 

superficially but not internalize the new coaching mindset. To mitigate this, the CEO and 

executive team must be the first to model the desired behaviors—conducting regular check-

ins with their direct reports, setting transparent OKRs, and talking about the importance of 

continuous feedback and development in company-wide meetings. Their active ownership is 

the single biggest determinant of success. 

9.7 Conclusion 

Performance management in the contemporary workplace is a strategic, continuous, and 

human-centric process. It requires a deliberate shift from a culture of retrospective judgment 

to one of ongoing coaching and future-focused development. By establishing strong 

foundational principles, implementing tactical strategies like regular check-ins and 360-

feedback, investing in manager training, and leveraging technology, organizations can create 

a system that not only measures performance but truly elevates it. This approach fosters a 

high-engagement, high-performance culture where employees feel valued, supported, and 

empowered to contribute their best work, ultimately driving sustainable organizational 

success in an ever-changing business landscape. 
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