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Finding ways to improve employee performance management is a constant challenge for HR. This research explored the idea of ‘ratingless’ performance reviews, which offer feedback on performance and development, but offer no grade or rating.
Ratingless Performance Reviews: A Quasi-Experiment, Gerald E. Ledford and George S. Benson, World at work Journal, Fourth Quarter 2019.

Article review
As the authors of this paper highlight: ‘performance management is often called the human resources process most hated by employees and managers alike’. Unsurprisingly, many organisations, academics and consultants have looked at ways of improving this process for the benefit of the organisation and its people.
 
One of the latest ideas about how to improve performance management is the idea of ‘ratingless’ reviews, ‘which offer the employee feedback on performance and/or development but offer no summary numerical or letter grade’. 
 
There has been research to show that this idea is gaining traction in the USA. A recent survey of 430 originations found that 12% had abandoned performance ratings and 25% were considering doing so. There has also been research looking at why employers are doing this. For instance, one study found four primary reasons, to:  
· improve process effectiveness
· increase performance
· reduce the time and resources devoted to ratings
· help make the process more agile.
Research has also been carried out on ratingless reviews by employers that have introduced this process, often comparing the situation before and after the change. However, in many cases the introduction of such reviews coincided with other changes in performance management, such as ongoing feedback initiatives. As a result, research is unable to untangle the various initiatives to assess the sole impact of ratingless reviews.
 
To help explore the impact further, the authors carried out research in a firm (a health insurer and provider of healthcare services) that was introducing ratingless reviews. However, they flag that: 
 
‘The most important characteristic of the organisation for purposes of the study is that it had a history of excellence in performance management practice and a strong performance feedback culture that required managers to provide regular, effective performance feedback.’
 
According to the paper, the firm’s aim in introducing this method for appraisals ‘was not to fix a broken system, but to make an already excellent system better’. This differs to the motivation of other firms who bring in ratingless systems, which is often to repair a broken performance management process.
 
The business introduced ratingless reviews in a pilot group that included members of the IT and HR departments. A comparison group was created from several different departments, including legal, marketing, development and public relations. Both groups mostly consisted of professional workers.
 
The researchers carried out an online survey at two points in time to all those in the pilot and comparison groups. Time one was before the introduction of ratingless reviews in the pilot units. Time two followed the completion of the next round of annual reviews.  
 
The researchers analysed how the survey results compared. According to the findings, the areas that: 
 
‘The ratingless pilot appears to have had a positive effect is in the increasing focus on development (on some indicators but not all), support for ratingless reviews and organisational agility. Ratingless reviews did not have any clear negative effects. There was not even any apparent negative effect on perceived fairness of the pay process or pay raises, despite concerns raised about how pay can be administered effectively without ratings.’ 
 
However, they also note that: 
 
‘The regression analyses suggest that most of the benefits claimed for ratingless reviews are not the result of that change, per se, but rather are the result of two important factors that prior research has shown to be related to performance management effectiveness: the frequency of feedback and especially the degree to which the feedback is developmental.’ 
 
This indicates that such benefits could also be obtained by other initiatives, such as ongoing feedback, which the authors note typically accompanies the adoption of ratingless reviews.
 
While the research findings could have been different if the employer was introducing ratingless reviews to fix a broken performance management process, they are still useful in that they highlight the importance of the incidence of feedback, and the importance of that feedback covering developmental issues.
 
Too often, when employers look to improve their employees’ performance, they end up simply rating it. While removing ratings may help firms rebalance the split between performance evaluation and performance development, this will only be beneficial if the other parts of the process are working, such as frequent and constructive feedback. The extent to which this will be beneficial will depend on those giving the feedback having the motivation, skills and opportunity to do so.

