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As a leader you are responsible for agreeing individual 
performance targets with members of your team, and 
for ensuring performance targets are achieved. The 
process and activities that inform these achievements 
is called ‘performance management.’ 
Performance management is an ongoing process where you and your employee work together to plan, 
monitor and review individual work outcomes, future goals, and development needs. Achieving leaders set clear 
expectations, monitor performance and give feedback. Individual outcomes contribute to team goals and the 
overall goals of the business. 

Performance management models

Setting Objectives

Leaders need to agree SMART targets with individuals and teams. This requires leaders to actively listen and use 
the positive relationships they have built up with team members, to focus on individual and team strengths, as 
well as individual and collective development needs. The targets need to be agreed within the parameters of the 
business goals, available resources and timescales. Targets that stretch individuals and teams can be particularly 
motivating if appropriately supported.

The SMART framework therefore provides ‘hooks’ around which conversations about individual and team 
performances can be organised, but it is effective leadership that delivers sustainable levels of high performance.

The overall goals of the business are broken down into a small number of key goals and measures which are 
written down on each card in the areas shown. These goals and measures are cascaded down throughout 
the business. All performance achievements are collated and a measure highlighted on the scorecards. These 
measures include; goals achieved, behind schedule, in progress etc. Feedback on progress against the business 
goals is easily and regularly shared so that adjustments can be made if needed, to improve the performance. 
Much of the literature in recent years tries to explain why performance system models have gaps between what 
needs to be achieved and what is achieved, which has renewed the focus on understanding how leaders can 
improve performance. 

What seems to work well is when leaders engage effectively with individuals and teams to agree what can 
be sustainably delivered, at a high quality. This means avoiding being driven by the tasks, and focusing on how 
to successfully achieve agreed outcomes. Target setting and performance measures therefore need to be in 
harmony with individual and team strengths and development goals. Targets need to be agreed so that staff are 
motivated and enabled to achieve them. Feedback and support is important because leaders need to balance the 
needs of business with what can realistically be achieved.

Performance reviews

All leaders need to evaluate performance to ensure everyone is contributing to delivering the business goals. 
Performance management systems that include appraisals within them can be more effective in dovetailing 
individual, team, department with business performance. However, performance needs to be reviewed regularly, 
followed by timely actions, if improvements are to be achieved. 

Appraisals

The appraisal system focuses on individual performance against desired performance. In many businesses, this 
starts as a self reported evaluation which is reviewed by a line manager, using performance data. A meeting 
allows both parties to discuss the overall performance and agree any adjustments that need to be made. Training 
or development needs arising from this process can motivate individuals to improve their performance.

Lack of ability

• Inadequate resources

• Obstacles

• Lack of skills / training

• Heavy workload

Lack of motivation

• Personality clashes

• Poor management

• Inadequate rewards

• Miscommunication

S Specific/stretching clear, unambiguous, straightforward, challenging

M Measurable quantity, quality, time, money

A Achievable/agreed challenging but within the reach of, and agreed by, a competent motivated person

R Relevant to the goals of the organisation, department or team

T Time-bound so that they are completed within an agreed time frame

Monitoring and reviewing targets

It is important that once targets and measures are agreed that individuals and teams are not then simply left to 
deliver them. Regular on-going progress discussions are important as they keep individuals and teams motivated 
and on track. Feedback needs to reward perseverance, as well as when targets are reached or exceeded. 
Recognition of effort and achievements supports motivation. 

Poor performing individuals or teams 

What should you do if targets are not being achieved? The key to improving performance is finding out why 
the targets are not being met, without damaging the trust and positive relationships that you have developed. 
You need to address any issues early, and agree a plan to get individuals and teams back to delivering the 
performances they have agreed. 

If an individual or the team is not delivering 
agreed performance targets despite regular 
discussions, it is important that you critically 
reflect on why this is happening. There are 
many reasons why individuals or teams 
under perform, but these broadly fall into two 
categories; lack of ability and lack of motivation.

It is important that discussions are not focused on blaming individuals, but rather discussions explore what is 
happening and why. For example, a lack of motivation could have arisen due to events outside the workplace. 
These events may be affecting an individual in ways they may or may not be aware of so you need to be 
sensitive, but open to exploring what is happening in your regular update on performance to identify the 
problems early and agree solutions. The issue for the individual may require interventions from outside your 
team e.g. counselling services and you need to be aware of the support that is available. 

Where a member of the team is struggling, and in your view lacks the ability needed to perform well, despite all 
attempts to train and develop this member of staff, exploring the idea that this individual may perform better in 
a different part of the business opens up opportunities for a resolution to an issue that can negatively affect the 
whole team. Such issues will need to be explored with your line manager as you will need help to find a solution 
which is beyond your sphere of influence. 

Effective leaders know that performance issues must be dealt with because they affect everyone and can 
develop into grievances, capability and/or disciplinary issues. This would divert your attention away from 
performance and can be damaging to the team. 

Performance management activities 
do not exist in a vacuum but are part of 
an overall management system that 
sets, delivers, measures, monitors and 
reviews performance. There are many 
performance system models, including 
this example by Kaplan & Norton (1992). 
This model uses a Balanced Scorecard 
which provides visual representation of 
performance from four perspectives.
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Practical tips for leading the management of performance:

• Recognise the importance that good relationships have on the sustainable performance of 
individuals and the team, and work hard to ensure that these relationships are positive and enabling.

• Be proactive as a leader and actively engage individuals and teams to solve problems, develop your 
people and grow the business.

• Use the appraisal system in a timely manner to motivate, develop and improve staff performance.

• Use the SMART framework wisely, making sure that agreed outcomes are co-produced so that 
everyone can take responsibility for their work.

• Don’t let ‘getting the tasks done’ distort your practice. Driving workers to achieve tasks without 
attending to relationship and rewards will lead to individuals and a team that will under-perform 
and problems will emerge.

•  Keep motivation at the top of your leadership priorities list. A happy, developed, motivated and 
rewarded team, will deliver the performances you and they are judged on. 

The Institute of Leadership & Management’s Dimensions 
of Leadership offer, often elusive, insights into great 
leadership. This is not a static representation but an 
evolving description of the complex nature of leadership 
activity. 

Find out more at www.institutelm.com/learning/dimensions-of-leadership.html
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