


� Preparing for your annual performance review

Introduction
There aren’t many parts of  office culture that are more dreaded than 
the performance review. For employees, it’s a process that can be 
anxiety-producing, as it defines their quality of  life (and often their 
paycheck) for the next year. For managers, it’s a process that can be 
overwhelming and confusing if  they don’t have the right information 
and instruction in hand.  

And for the HR professional, it can be a huge mess. 

Performance reviews may seem straightforward, but you know very 
well they aren’t. There’s so many little details that need to be 
accounted for, and so many things that can go wrong: people can 
submit incomplete reviews, not do them properly, take forever to do 
them, and then leave with a pile of  files that you have to sift through 
— extra-carefully, to make sure everyone gets the information only 
they need.  

You’re here because you know it doesn’t have to be that way. You 
care about making your performance review process as painless and 
effective as possible — for your team and your company.  

You can trust us — we know how important performance reviews 
are — we’ve run well over 10,000 performance review cycles, and we 
know about all the little things that have to go into the process to 
make it run as smoothly as possible.  

This isn’t about completely changing your review process. Instead, 
it’s about making sure you’ve thought of  everything.  
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Building effective review templates

What are the objectives of this review?  
The best way to build the best review templates for this review cycle is knowing why 
you’re having this performance review. Performance reviews should be a 
constructive conversation where you can give and get feedback, set goals, and think 
about an employee's development. They are not meant to be a pure critique or the 
time to “solve” an employee’s problems. They are tools comprised of  a few 
different components, each of  which you must nail in order to give a successful 
performance review.  

There are two types of performance reviews.
Typically, a performance review can either be focused on talent management and 
development or performance management and compensation. This is the first 
thing you want to answer about your review: is it talent or performance based? 
Knowing that will help you prepare you and your employees for their review.  
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Some differences between the two: 

An end of  year review is typically performance based, as that’s usually the time 
companies do performance based pay adjustments, such as compensation, raises, 
promotions, and title changes. However, there are multiple review cycle schedules, 
and knowing which one your company is on makes a big difference. 

If  it is one where compensation is going to be discussed, however, make that clear 
to employees beforehand. And be prepared to field questions on that front from 
managers. This might mean building out an internal document that record your 
company’s clear and objective compensation policies.  

Talent Management / 
Development
• Focused on developing people: 

What are their areas of  strengths 
and growth? 

• Focused on how we get them to 
reach the baseline or beyond of  
the expectations of  their role 

• Typically the midyear review 

• More qualitative: When making 
questions, you want more open 
comment boxes for more 
information 

• Can give color to a review, but 
are not measurable 

• Focused on asking employee: 
“How are they doing, and how 
do they feel about that?”

Performance Management / 
Compensation
• Focused on building rewards, 

incentives, and tracking progress 

• Also a time to surface problem 
areas 

• Typically end of  year review 

• More quantitative: When 
making questions, these are more 
scored, multiple choice or 
multiple select 

• Needs to be measurable in order 
to put people and their scores on 
a grid — need to see where they 
fall in comparison to each other 

• Focused on asking employee: 
“What are you up to?”  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What should you measure in a 
performance review?

Before drafting review questions, start by selecting the broader category of  
employee qualities that you want to measure. There’s a number of  different aspects 
of  an employee’s work life that you can collect data around, for example: 
• Leadership. How well does an employee manage other people and motivate a 

group of  individuals. 
• Project Management. How does this person approach completing their work 

product. 
• Culture. How well does this person reflect the company values. 

• Career Development. What can this person do to improve their work 
product and interactions at the company. 

• Impact. How much of  a contribution does this person make to the 
organization. 

• Problem Solving. How does this person approach challenges. 
• Communication. The exact mix of  employee qualities that are featured in a 

review is dependent on what an organization identifies as an important input 
into their decision making process.  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Scoring Reviews
If  you have scores in your reviews, it’s important to define these ratings before your 
reviews. People have a tendency to define numbers on scales in different ways, and 
that can be a headache to sort out after the fact. You can also plan to calibrate 
reviews after the fact. Lattice has that capability, and we have a blog post on the 
subject as well. 
  
Here is a possible definition of  scores for your reviews. Feel free to adjust based on 
your preferences: 

Far Below Expectations 
• Regularly misses commitments or goals. 
• Regularly demonstrates inconsistent behaviors inconsistent with regards to 

competencies and values. 
• Lacks or fails to utilize skills, knowledge, and/or competencies. 

Below Expectations 
• Sometimes meets expectations or goals. 
• Inconsistently demonstrates expected competencies and values. 
• Needs further development and guidance to fully meet expectations. 

Meets Expectations 
• Solid performer who gets things done and delivers on time. 
• Achieves key competencies and demonstrates values of  role expectations. 
• Goals are consistently achieved.  
• Achieves performance and demonstrates competencies at a level consistent with 

their position. 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Exceeds Expectations 
• Frequently delivers a strong level of  performance and makes significant 

contributions through a high level of  productivity and quality of  work. 
• Achieves and frequently exceeds goals. 
• Consistently demonstrates values. 
• Generally demonstrates competencies at levels exceeding expectations for their 

position. 
• May be viewed as a role model, mentor, or leader. 

Truly Outstanding 
• Consistently exceeds expectations in nearly or all aspects of  their role and 

achieves remarkable results. 
• Embodies values and exhibits outstanding behaviors, skills and expertise. 
• Seen as a clear role model, mentor or leader, possessing characteristics others 

want to emulate.  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What is a good performance review 
question?
Questions should: 

• Have a clear set of  answers. 
• Be fairly limited in scope. 
• Be related to specific goals or job functions. 

Questions should not: 
• Rely on subjective or unclear measurements.  
• Ask too many things at once. 
• Be so specific as to make it so there is only one right answer. 

Examples:  
• “Does this employee contribute to the team by communicating 

criticism and praise effectively?” This question refers to a specific trait 
that directly affects employee’s contribution to a team.  

• “Does this employee effectively manage their customer 
communication?” This question is open-ended enough to allow the reviewer 
to provide context for their answers, but isn’t so specific as to compel them to 
answer in a certain way. 

• “Does this employee meet deadlines for projects they spearhead?” 
This question is great for measuring an employee’s self-starting abilities.  
 

•
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Performance Review Question Bank, 
organized by purpose.

Lookback Outlook 
Great for an end of  year review. 

• What did this person do well this year? 
• What should this person do differently next year? 
• What are your goals for the coming year? 

Stop Start Continue 
An easy framework for employees to provide simple feedback. Perfect for 
companies that hold performance reviews more frequently. 

• What’s one thing this person should stop doing? 
• What’s one thing this person should start doing? 
• What’s one thing this person should continue doing? 

Performance Potential Behavior 
Simple way to look at the three critical dimensions of  performance. 

• To what degree did this person meet your expectations for their performance. 
Did they accomplish their goals? 

• In what areas do you see the most potential for this person? How do you hope 
to see this person grow over the next 3-6 months? 

• To what extent does this person embody our company values? Be as specific as 
you can. 
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Strengths and areas for improvement/growth 
• Please provide feedback on this individual’s biggest strengths.  
• What are some accomplishments that this person achieved this quarter? 
• Please provide feedback on this individual’s areas of  improvement for future 

growth.  
• What are two growth areas that this person should focus on to be more effective 

in their role? 
• What skills and areas of  professional development do you think your peer 

should focus on? 
• How would you like to see this person grow?  

Success and challenges 
• Please describe one success that you observed this person achieved. 
• Please describe one challenge that this person encountered. 

Potential 
• In what areas do you see the most potential for this person? 

Goals 
• How well did this person perform against their goals this quarter? 

Impact 
• What’s an example of  something impactful that this person worked on? 
• How can this employee have more impact in their current role? 
• What are the most valuable contributions your peers make to their teams? 
• In what areas has this individual had the greatest impact on you, your team, or 

at the company?  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Company values 
• Please provide feedback on which company values this person embodies. Please 

provide a specific example for each company value.  
• Please provide one example of  a company value that this person has brought to 

life.  
• How has this employee performed against our company values?  
• [List values in description] 

Competencies 
• [List competency] How has this person performed in this area? 
• [List competency] Please provide 3 strengths and 3 development areas observed 

in this area.  
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Performance Review Question Bank, 
organized by category.

Leadership 
• How effective of  a leader is this person, either through direct management or 

influence? Does this person help improve the skills of  the people around them? 
• How can this person improve their leadership? 
• What specific examples of  leadership can you share? 
• Does this person make the people around them excited and happy to be here? 

Culture/Values 
• Provide an example of  one company value they brought to life and how. 
• How does this person stand up against the pillars of  culture? What have been 

their successes? What are their challenges? 

Problem Solving 
• Does this person own the solution to problems? Are they proactive or reactive? 
• How well does this person illustrate new thinking/novel approaches to tough 

challenges? 
• Does this person come up with new ideas, fresh approaches, and innovative 

solutions in their work? 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Communication 
• Does this employee effectively communicate with others? 
• Does the employee take direction and follow orders well? 
• How well does this person listen to others and communicate with clarity? 
• How well does this person give and receive feedback with others? 
• Does this person work well with other people? 
• How well does this person work on a team? 
• How would you recommend this person improves their interpersonal skills? 
• How well does this person contribute to the overall success and function of  the 

team? 

Impact 
• What areas of  impact did you have on your projects, your team or the 

organization? 
• How would you rate the quality of  the employee’s work? 
• To what degree has this person demonstrated business impact? 
• On a scale of  1 to 5, how effective do you think this person is in their role? 
• Is this person productive? Do they work quickly, while maintaining quality work 

product?  

Project Management 
• How well does this person set and meet deadlines? How reasonable are their 

time estimates? 
• Is this person detail oriented? 
• How effectively does this person prioritize their workload? 
• Does this person effectively manage their time? 
• How timely is the employee about the completion of  their work? 
• Is the employee capable of  working independently with little to no supervision? 
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Career Development: Self  Review 
• What can you improve? 
• What are your key strengths? 
• What accomplishments are you most proud of ? 
• What do you think you should do differently next year? 
• What do you want to accomplish in the coming year? 
• When you look back over your career, what do you want to have accomplished? 
• What do you want your next position at the company to be? What elements of  

your job do you find most difficult? 
• What elements of  your job interest you the most, and the least? 

Career Development: Peer Review 
• If  you could give this person one piece of  constructive advice to make them 

more effective in their role, what would you say? 
• Overall, what areas of  focus do you think could most help this person grow in 

their career?  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Performance Review Question Bank, 
organized by reviewer.
Designed to evaluate performance and provide developmental feedback. 

Self  
For an employee to evaluate their own performance. 

• What accomplishments are you most proud of ? 
• To what extent did you meet your goals for the year? 
• How well do you prioritize and manage your workload? 
• How well do you listen to and communicate with others? 
• What do you think you should do differently next year? 
• Provide an example of  one company value you brought to life and how. 

Peer 
For employees to evaluate their colleague’s performance 

• Does this employee effectively communicate with others? 
• How effective of  a leader is this person, either through direct management or 

influence? 
• Does this person own the solution to problems? Are they proactive or reactive? 
• How would you rate the quality of  the employee’s work? 
• How well does this person set and meet deadlines? How reasonable are their 

time estimates? 
• How does this person stand up against the pillars of  culture? What have been 

their successes? What are their challenges? 
• If  you could give this person one piece of  constructive advice to make them 

more effective in their role, what would you say? 
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Direct Report 
For a manager to evaluate their direct report’s performance. 

• What’s an area where you’ve seen this person excel? 
• What’s an area you’d like to see this person improve? 
• To what extent did this person meet their goals? 
• How well does this person prioritize and manage their workload? 
• How well does this person communicate with others? 
• Provide an example of  one company value this person brought to life 

Manager 
For an employee to evaluate their manager’s performance. 

• Is your manager action-oriented? How well do they drive results? 2. Does your 
manager make your work better? 

• Does your manager hold you and your peers accountable for producing quality 
work on time? 

• How well does your manager support your professional and personal growth? 
• Does your manager accept feedback? Does your manager communicate well?  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Preparing Managers and Employees 
for Reviews
Before your review cycle, it’s good to train and prepare your managers and 
employees on what to expect for their review. Especially if  it’s their first 
performance review, they might not know how to approach performance reviews 
overall. Or they have learned about performance reviews from sources that have 
scared them, such as previous job experiences or what they’ve historically heard 
about performance reviews.  

We’ve written the next few sections specifically for managers and employees, so you 
can print out and hand them out, or download them separately.  

Download: Managers Guide 

Download: Employee Guide  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Increasing your performance review 
participation rate
The five stages of review cycle feelings
Probably the most agonizing part of  any review cycle is getting people to actually 
complete their reviews.  

Excitement. You’re ready and prepared for this review cycle. You’ve set it up 
through your system of  choice — maybe it’s Google Docs, maybe it’s Lattice — 
and you’re ready to go beyond tweaking questions and get right down to sending it 
out to your company. 

“It’s time for a review cycle!!!! Who’s pumped?” 

Sympathy. Of  course, not many people have done their reviews yet. You 
absolutely understand that people don’t have time to write basically an essay of  
answers on their coworkers and/or direct reports and/or managers that a 360 
degree review requires. Or maybe they’re going in, answering a few questions, but 
need to review it a few times before submitting. That’s right. People are doing it, 
they’re probably just not submitting it yet. 

“Got a couple weeks till the deadline! Totally get that some people haven’t 
started yet, but if  you start now you’ll finish quicker!” 

Polite frustration. Okay, you know it’s that super busy time at the end of  the 
year, but getting down to the wire now. Also, if  you run more than one review cycle 
a year, you know that, somehow, every time you run a review cycle is automatically 
the busiest time of  the year. This review cycle is part of  the work, people! 

“Okay we got about half  our reviews, but in this review cycle (like every review 
cycle) we need everyone! Let’s get it together, please! The deadline is in a 
WEEK.” 
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Panic. THE DEADLINE’S IN THREE DAYS AND ONLY THREE PEOPLE 
HAVE FINISHED THEIR REVIEWS?? 

“THE DEADLINE’S IN THREE DAYS AND ONLY THREE PEOPLE 
HAVE FINISHED THEIR REVIEWS??” 

Pure anarchy. You’re calling out people on Slack at this rate. No one is going 
unreviewed. No one. 

“Okay I’ve moved the deadline to give you a couple extra days BUT ALSO 
@alex HURRY UP.” 

Now that we’ve explored the worst case scenario, remember this: the average 
participation rates for reviews are 60%-80%, with 80%+ being very high. 
Particularly if  people are on leave, vacation, or are being reviewed during 
seasonally busy times of  year, there are a lot of  reasons it’s hard to get to 100%, 
and it’s pretty unusual for most companies. Give yourself  credit for the amount of  
work your doing, and remember to have realistic expectations, both for you and 
your HR team and for your employees doing the review. 

Everyone will be happier if  you don’t agonize over trying to get to exactly 100%. 
Instead, based on our conversations with customers, we found five best practices 
that can easily improve your review cycle’s participation rates — without anxiety 
for you or your reviewers. 

How to improve your review cycle’s participation rates 
1. Before the review, set a schedule. When you set a review schedule and 

communicate deadlines, people take the process a lot more seriously. While you 
probably have a deadline for when you want all your reviews in, breaking down 
that time into chunks for certain parts of  the review can help keep everyone on 
track. This technique is especially important for 360 degree reviews, since 
certain people (like managers) will have more work to do than others — and 
they’ll likely have the least amount of  time to do them. When building the 
schedule, work with them to make sure the amount of  reviews required by 
them is realistic in the time provided.  
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2. Secure executive buy-in. It's important that leadership at your company is 
aligned on the importance of  your review and encourages the company to 
allocate time to write their reviews. We actually recommend blocking out a few 
hours as a company on a Friday afternoon if  possible to work on this. 

3. Train employees on the process. Performance reviews can be a drag 
because employees often feel overwhelmed by them — both in terms of  how 
much work they require, but also because, without proper communication from 
the company, they don’t fully understand their purpose. Without proper 
preparation, employees can feel that performance reviews are a punishment 
instead of  a task that can help them as much as the company. Explain to 
employees exactly why your company is holding a review, walk them through 
the process, and show them how to use the tools. 

4. Have really clear expectations on what you want from reviewers. On 
that note, when you train employees on how to write reviews, give people 
examples, top tips, or an FAQ. That means having really clear expectations on 
what you want from them in this review cycle. How many sentences long 
should each answer be? How far back should they go when listing 
accomplishments? What do they want their managers and/or peers and/or 
direct reports to get out of  their review? 

5. Use a variety of  reminders. While it is the simplest place to do it, it’s not 
enough to remind people to finish their reviews in internal messaging systems 
like Slack. It can also feel like nagging (from both your and your employees’ 
side) when you rely too hard on that one medium. Instead, spread the pressure 
apart — encourage managers to talk about it in 1:1s, announce it at company 
meetings, and send email reminders. People are busy, but especially when you 
have other people (such as managers and leadership) encourage them, they will 
get it done.  

6. Rally the team. Teams love goals and they love progress updates. Create a 
team-wide OKR to get 100% completion rates, encourage people to update 
each other regularly on their personal progress, and finally, make each stretch 
of  the performance review a team effort. For example, when you have one or 
two weeks dedicated solely to self-reviews, encourage people to exchange ideas 
on how best to approach the process.  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Checklist for Participation Rates
Scheduling

How long will this review cycle be? 
When will peer reviewers be selected? 
When will people do their self-reviews? 
When will managers review their direct reports? 
When will coworkers review their peers? 
When will direct reports review their managers? 
Is there time before the review cycle to effectively train employees? 
When will you build out this schedule and send it out to the company? 
How lenient can you be with deadlines? 
What is your absolute hard deadline? 

Training
How will you train employees for the review? 
When will you train employees on your review cycle system? 
Will you need training on the review cycle system (especially if  it’s a SaaS 
performance review platform like Lattice?)? 

Expectations
What do you expect from this review? 
Have you discussed the reasons for this review with leadership? 
Have you informed employees clearly and effectively what the expectations of  
this review are?  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Reminders
How will you remind employees? 
Have you told managers to talk about reviews in 1:1s? 
Have you set up email reminders? 
Have you set up a Slack bot to remind people to do their reviews? 
Have you set up reminders through any other system than the ones mentioned 
above? 

Teamwork
How will you rally the team? 
Will you send out regular updates on participation rates? 
Will you set goals for participation rates before the review cycle starts?  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In Conclusion
Remember, you’re doing it for the benefit of  your company and employees. 

(Reiterate this fact to everyone who complains about having to write a review, 
including yourself.)  

In this book, we help HR managers prepare for performance reviews and prepare 
managers and employees for performance reviews. But there’s another element of  
preparation that can make a big difference for year-end performance reviews: 
performance management.  

Performance management is the workplace practice of  encouraging strong 
relationships and continuous communication between managers and employees in 
a way that leads to better performance. Specifically, it consists of  giving feedback 
and praise, holding regular 1:1s between managers and their direct reports, and 
discussing goals over the course of  the year. It’s a series of  discussions that resemble 
the performance review — but without all the things that make people nervous 
about performance reviews: the pressure, anxiety, or trying to rely on their own bad 
memory.  

Strengthening your company’s performance management is our foremost 
recommendation for preparing for your year-end review. It’s a way to gather all the 
information you need for a useful, informed performance review, and will make 
every other kind of  prep much easier. 

How do you do performance management?
Encourage regular 1:1s. 
1:1s are regular, scheduled discussions where employees and managers talk freely 
about how the employee is doing. These discussions can be a great way for both 
managers and employees to talk about what is and isn’t working for them in the 
partnership. Keeping notes on them in the system can also help inform the 
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manager during performance reviews: What has the employee improved on? What 
could they do better at? What’re they doing well on? 

Keep track of  feedback and praise. 
Using a feedback system helps you keep track of  feedback not just from the 
manager, but from coworkers. And that can include public praise, which means 
wins that are celebrated with the whole company. When praise is public — either 
in the software or through, say, a Slack integration — it helps encourage an overall 
company spirit of  rewarding strong performance and celebrating wins across the 
company. You can refer back to these celebrations when  

Provide clear expectations with goals. 
Employees want to grow, but they need to know in what direction — and goals are 
perfect for pointing the way. Seeing how an employee has performed compared to 
their expectations — whether those expectations changed often or were 
unwavering throughout the year — helps managers understand what the employee 
was working towards, and informs them as they write reviews. 

Our final recommendation: get an employee performance 
management system. 
It’ll make performance reviews easier than ever — for your company, 
your team, and yourself. 
There’s so much that an employee performance management system like Lattice 
can do to make your performance review process easier. 

An employee performance management system: 
• puts everything in one place 
• keeps records of  past years  
• consolidates system of  record for all performance management metrics 
• updates you on how far in the review cycle everyone is  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An employee performance management system like Lattice has the added benefits 
of: 
• automatically saving your drafts of  reviews before you submit them (no more of  

that creeping dread that the review you worked hours on has disappeared in a 
puff  of  smoke) 

• measuring company-wide engagement, which it can map against performance 
• providing record for external feedback 
• incorporating traditional and/or project-based reviews 
• and being intuitive to use, for both the admin and the employee 

Good luck with your reviews this year!
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