The Appraisers Guide
By Dr. Ramesh Mehay


Intro

This paper proposes some basic rules that will help inexperienced appraisers to become more confident.  It also offers some tips to help maximise the usefulness of the appraisal meeting.  It’s particularly designed for those appraisers who have had little appraisal training but are expected to appraise others as part of their role (like Practice Nurses, Practice Managers, Deputy Practice Managers and Senior Admin people).  So, let’s begin.

What’s the point of appraisal?
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 Appraisal is
	[image: image2.jpg]


 Appraisal is NOT

	A way of helping someone develop:
· Confirming things they do well
· Working out what needs to be bettered and how
· Figuring out what future aspirations the appraisee wishes to pursue and making that happen.
	· A test

· A tick box exercise

· A way of people ‘checking up’ on somebody

· About telling somebody off


The key word here is ‘help’: an appraiser is there to help someone in their development (as opposed to dictate, tell, command or force).   And another word for help is ‘facilitate’.  To be a good appraiser one needs a good level of facilitator (or helping) skills.   Don’t be too daunted by this.  Hopefully, most of you will have helped a family member (or close friend) in difficulty at some point – and the skills you used to help them are the same skills needed for appraisal.
What does an appraiser do?

An appraiser:

•
Helps the appraisee plan objectives

•
Make sense of the meaning of what is being said and what is going on

•
Explores difficult issues and helps the appraisee problem solve for themself

•
Handle emotions

•
Works together with the appraisee (and not telling them what they think they should do)

•
Creates a climate of personal value, integrity, and respect
Don’t worry if you don’t understand all of this right now.  You will do by the end of reading this document.

I’ve never done appraisal before
Relax… be yourself!  All you need to do is to facilitate (help) the process.  Like I’ve said before, if you’ve counselled friends or family members, then you’re probably going to be okay because there’s an overlap in the skills required to do each of these.  Seriously, it’s not Rocket Science.   Here are some key attitudes and behaviours you need to be an effective appraiser.

	Key attitudes and behaviours of an effective Appraiser

	1. To have a genuine interest in wanting to help the appraisee develop

2. Keeping the session focused

3. Being positive

4. Encouraging appraisee participation

5. Protecting the appraisee and his or her ideas

6. Remaining neutral

7. Not prematurely judging the appraisee

	Adapted from Jennifer King’s work on the Effective Facilitator (2002)


Let’s talk about the appraisal process
The main thing to do is to facilitate rather than dictate and by ‘facilitate’ I mean to make possible, aid, and give scope.  Effective facilitation (and thus appraisal) can be immensely rewarding on all sides.   
Here’s a diagram depicting the appraisal process (as I see it) from start to beginning.  In fact, you don’t really need to remember this diagram and some of you will do just fine by just getting on with it after reading the ‘rules’ and ‘tips’ sections below.  But I also know that others (those who like to analyse and theorise) will find this helpful.

There are four stages to the appraisal process: 
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Adapted from Russell Steele’s work on a simplified process for facilitating groups (2004)
Let’s briefly talk about each stage.

Observe 
What you’re trying to achieve at the end of this stage: to identify topics that may be important to the appraisee or that may be useful during later discussions.  
Skills important for this stage (i.e. what you need to do): 

· Listen carefully.   Try not to say too much.  Ask ‘open’ questions like ‘Tell me more about that’ (as opposed to ‘closed’ yes/no questions) to get the appraisee to ‘open up’.  Understand what is being said or expressed (verbally, and non-verbally)

· Clarify matters of fact - to make sure you’re both on the same wavelength.
Interpret

What you’re trying to achieve at the end of this stage: to make sense of what is being said or expressed.  Having identified the topics at the ‘observe’ stage, in the ‘interpret’ stage you’re trying to tease out the actual issue (which will then go on to inform the rest of the appraisal meeting).
Skills important for this stage (i.e. what you need to do): 

· Ask yourself: how important is what is being said?  What does it mean?

· Clarify: ‘Am I right in sensing that you feel it’s difficult to do that because of child care problems?’, ‘So, are you saying you’d like to work on your communication skills over the next year?’’
· Respond to body language cues – especially if they are incongruent with what the person is saying (sometimes you can tell when a person doesn’t mean what they’re saying).  ‘Am I right in sensing that you’re not particularly keen on doing that?’
Intervene

What you’re trying to achieve at the end of this stage: to identify ways of making things happen.  For example, if the appraisee wants to go on a communication skills course, what obstacles are in the way that needs overcoming (e.g. funding, study leave etc.)?  So part of the ‘intervene’ stage is about problem solving.
Skills important for this stage (i.e. what you need to do):  How good you are at this bit depends on whether you’ve delved into the above two stages (observe and interpret) to appropriate depth.  
· Negotiate the agenda – in other words, negotiate what to talk about.  ‘It sounds like the difficulty your experiencing with xxx is really getting you down.  Shall we talk about that in a bit more detail first?  See if there is a way of making it better before talking about anything else?’  

· Reflect back things often - the idea here is to get the appraisee to problem solve for themselves as far as possible – because they are experts of their own lives!  You’re entitled to give suggestions too but just make sure most come from the appraisee.   Adults engage best when they have good reason to achieve the goals set and are involved in formulating the plans to help them get there.   ‘Have you had any thoughts on how we might be able to make things a bit better?’  Seek permission when introducing your ideas: ‘Would you mind if I offered a couple of suggestions and we’ll  see what you make of them?’
Response

What you’re trying to achieve at the end of this stage: coming to a mutual agreement on what you have both decided is worth doing and what is not (i.e. acknowledging the intervention – positive or negative).

Skills important for this stage (i.e. what you need to do): 
· Listen to what they are saying that they’re signing up to do (these might have been their own suggestions or suggestions from you).  Be careful about not to impose what you think they should do.  If you strongly feel that they should do something because you can see how it would help them – then open up the discussion again.  Get them ‘hooked’ onto your suggestion.  For that to happen, they need to see what you see.

· Finalise the plans  and empower them.
If this section has confused you, don’t worry, just read on.
Doing your first appraisal meeting
Before the meeting
‘Hook’ in the appraisee into appraisal: Get into an informal discussion with the appraisee about what they think about appraisal – and do this well in advance of the meeting date.  Do they think it’s a waste of time and a paper exercise?  If they do, then it’s up to you to change their thinking otherwise they’ll walk into the appraisal meeting with this attitude and not much will be achieved (other than confirming their thoughts that appraisal is a waste of time).  If they’ve not found previous appraisals helpful, ask them to put that to one side and come in with a neutral view because you’re trying a totally different approach.

Ask the following three questions and then start working from the responses you get in order to hook them in.

1. What are your ideas about appraisal?  (ideas)

2. Does appraisal worry you? (concerns)

3. What do you think you’ll get from appraisal? (expectations)
Clarify your role: make sure they understand that you are there simply to help them develop, not to tell them off or check up on what they are doing.  Also remind them that your role is to manage the process, help them problem solve or find solutions – but that’s not the same as providing the solutions.

Clarify their role: remind them that this is all about helping them.  But for that to happen, you need them to be open, honest and to put in the effort into filling out the form.  Ask them not to do it the day before at the eleventh hour.  Tell them that you can only help them if they do their part.

Prepare for the meeting: make sure you read their appraisal form in advance. It will give you a framework and navigation system for the appraisal meeting.  Don’t worry if you’re not an expert in some of the subject areas - it prevents you from becoming too involved in the discussion.
	Some Basic Rules for Appraising Someone

	· Show them (and be genuine) in wanting to help them.

	· Keep it real – focus on things that matter or are going to make a difference.

	· Create a relaxed, positive and comfortable atmosphere.  One in which then can be open and honest.

	· Keep the conversation light and informal.   Talk to the appraisee as you would with a family member or close friend you care about.

	· Try and remain neutral – try not to prematurely judge what they say.   Open up the discussion and explore it first.  The aim is to get them to judge their own behaviour or their own views.

	· Appraisal is a collaborative process – where both you and the appraisee work in partnership.  It is not about you exerting control.  Encourage participation and collaboration.  Offer your own ideas or expertise if they are struggling to come up with anything.

	· Keep it confidential –and make sure they know that it’s confidential.

	· As you will see below, phraseology is everything.  Pay attention to the way you say things.  Some phrases are quite inflammatory whilst others that mean the same thing can encourage a more engaging response.


The meeting itself
	A key point to the appraisal process is the fact that adults engage best when:

1. they have a good reason to achieve any goals and plans set

2. they are involved in the formulating the plans and goals


So, with this in mind:  Say little, listen often, look all the time and periodically reflect.
10-15 minute chit chat – Before starting the meeting, you might just both want to grab a cuppa and have a natter. This helps to build a relationship and some trust.  That’s often the key factor to a successful appraisal.  

If you don’t know the appraisee very well, spend about 15 minutes getting to know them.  Find out things about their lives and share some things about yours – just like you would with a friend you were introduced to for the first time.
Hook the appraisee back in - Revisit the purpose of appraisal even if you done it before (it’s developmental nature and that it’s all about helping them).  Remind them that it’s confidential and that it will only ‘work’ if they’re as open and honest as they can be.   Remind them that you’re there to help them neither to criticise nor to check up on them.  
Start with an open question - Before going through the form, you might just want to start with a very open question like ‘How are things going for you in general – here at work or at home?’.  That should help start things off and identify anything big early on.   If something ‘big and hot’ comes up, you may need to stick with that and explore it to the appropriate depth before moving onto the appraisal form.  
Be especially appreciative of a person's first contribution to the discussion (however long or hesitant). It can take courage for people to speak up, and some need to be reassured that they can speak openly. Cutting people off too early can be very inhibiting.
The appraisal form – once you’re onto the appraisal form, go through each section in turn particularly asking open questions about things they have raised or things they have self-rated as low.  Questions like: 
‘I see that you’ve score yourself quite low here – tell me more about that’, 
‘Is it an area that you feel would be worthwhile working on?’, 
‘How do you think working on that will help you in the future?’  
By the way, don’t forget to praise them for things they’ve done well.   It’s important that the appraisal meeting is ‘balanced’ in terms of the positive and negative things discussed.
Listen carefully – Allow them to speak.  Don’t interrupt.  Only talk when they have finished.  They should be ones doing most of the talking.  Listening is important because it shows the appraisee you understand what is being said.  If people don’t feel they’ve been listened to, they’ll disengage and rapport goes down the pan.   Give indications that you’re listening like ‘mmm, right, I see, okay’.  
Watch body language (non-verbal cues) – You can often tell when a close friend is upset even without them telling you!  Usually it’s from clues given off by their body language – like frowning, or suddenly jumping onto another subject.  A good friend would then bring them back to the hot issue by simply stating what they’re observing.   Simple phrases like ‘You look like as if you’re not sure about that’ or ‘Clearly, that seems to be worrying you a lot’ is often all that it takes for them to open up.  Watch for similar things in the appraisee and consider a similar strategy for opening things up.
Encourage dialogue - In any good conversation there is an effortless to and fro conversation between the people involved.  Your appraisal meeting should be similar.  Appraisal is not about asking a question, seeking a reply and then moving onto the next question.  It’s sure to go wrong if you do it like that.  Instead, encourage conversation – a two way process where each of you is responding to the other.   Allow the conversation to naturally fall before moving onto something else in the appraisal.

If you don’t particularly like the appraisee (and they don’t particularly like you), please consider getting another appraiser to appraise them; otherwise, it will prove to be a fruitless exercise.

Clarify - If you’re not sure you’ve got the gist of what the appraisee is saying, clarify: 
‘I’m not sure I’ve totally understood you.  Would you mind saying that bit again?’ or 
‘So if I’ve heard you correctly, what you’re saying is blah, blah, blah.  Is that right?’

Be objective, not judgemental - It’s important that you don’t put any value judgement on what is being shared with you.  Don’t let your own personal feelings come into it.   The other person might have different feelings because of their own particular situation.  Instead, get the appraisee to judge their own thoughts and feelings: 

‘Now that you’re not so angry, how do you feel about it now?’, 

‘What do you think about that now?  Do you still think that was the right thing to do?’
Explore feelings and stay there if you need to – If they do reveal strong feelings, thank them for telling you.  You’re not necessarily there to fix problems but helping them to vent them may just be enough.  Help them to problem solve themselves first.  Remember, they are experts of their own lives because they live them 24/7.  That means they’re ideally placed to problem solve themselves.   Clearly, if they are struggling or if their thinking is muddled because of all the emotive stuff, you may need to come up with some suggestions.

Empower them where necessary - If a person seems quiet or lacks confidence (‘I'm not sure I'm putting this very well’) provide encouragement by reinforcing what he or she has said (‘That's a helpful point-can you expand on it?’). 

Challenge where appropriate - Challenge is not the same as criticism.  Criticism often ends up making people feel small but challenge is all about trying to aid understanding and seek clarity.  Criticism is: ‘Seriously, I think that’s a bad idea and it won’t work’.   Challenge is: ‘Mmm, interesting suggestion.   I’m just a little worried that in light of what you said about xxx, whether that will prove an obstacle in your suggestion.  What do you think?’ 

Try to provide a combination of support (‘That's a very important point you have made’) with challenge (‘I'm hearing some very mixed messages here’ or ‘You seem to be getting bogged down in detail-I wonder if this is helpful?’). Above all, look, listen, and reflect.
Use your intuition - If you have a dilemma share it with them. If you feel stuck, tense, or confused it – again share it with them.
Suggest rather than dictate - Use words like ‘I wonder if’ or ‘May be….’ followed by permissive phrases like ‘Is that okay?’/
‘I wonder if doing xxx might make things better.  What do you think?’

‘May be we should talk about that first as I can see that it’s been preying on your mind.  Is that okay?’

Summarise themes as you go along – Filling out the appraisal form together as the meeting progresses (rather than all at the end) is a good way of summarising themes and checking things back with the appraisee. It also provides a record for the appraisee to take away.   Tip: use a separate piece of paper to record important issues that require more time than the meeting allows.  This helps to keep the discussion focused. It is important to revisit remaining issues before the end of the meeting.
After the meeting
You will get better at appraisal the more you practise it and providing you change bits and bobs in the light of feedback.  That feedback can come from two people – you and the appraisee.  In the initial stages, with each appraisal meeting, you should

Reflect yourself - How did it go for you?   How did you perform? As well as you expected?  Better?  If better than expected, what is it that you did that ‘clinched’ it?  Was there anything you could do differently to make it even better the next time?

Ask the appraisee for feedback – and by asking them for feedback, you are showing them (role modelling) that you’re keen on improving yourself too (that you walk the talk).  How did it go for the appraisee?  Did they find the meeting helpful?  In what way?  What was particularly useful? What could have been done differently to make it more useful?
	Common faults appraisers make

	· A ‘let’s get it over and done with’ approach.

	· Engaging in a Question-Answer type of dialogue or a tick box type of approach (which inhibits natural conversation).

	· Talking over the appraisee and not letting them finish.

	· Dismissing or belittling the appraisee’s concerns (‘Let’s not waste time on this – it seems trivial to me’).

	· Being too controlling – like forcing the pace and trying to complete the appraisal form without giving those sections that require more time the time they deserve.

	· Going into lecture mode – telling them what to do.  ‘What you really should do is…’

	· Colluding (‘You're right, it does look pretty bleak’).


Some Top Tips
Complaints and Significant Events: 
How did you feel about these? How did you deal with the complaint? What did you learn? How will this change your behaviour in the future?
Working on Goals and Action Plan: 
Be specific – try and tease out what it is they want to work on.  If they say something vague, try and narrow it down.  For example, if they say ‘I’m not particularly good at communication skills’, ask them ‘What particular area of difficulty do you have with that’, may be followed on with something like ‘Can you give me a few examples of where this has been a problem so we can really tease out what it is that might make things better?’
Again, with action plans – be specific.   So ‘I’ll go on a course’ or ‘I’ll read more about it’ usually means it won’t get done.  Be specific – what course, when, where will the funding come from?  Reading – what book or material, have you got the time for it?  How can you make time for it?  What will you have to drop in your life to make that happen?  Is that acceptable?  (I hope you get the idea).
Troubleshooting 

Appraisee yawning and/or showing signs of agitation

May indicate the appraisee becoming tired, losing interest, or feeling that (s)he is not being heard. Rather than ploughing on, it is best to acknowledge these responses directly:
· ‘I can see your eyes closing-I think it's time for a break’
·  ‘This is obviously a difficult issue-I suggest we come back to it after a short break’
· ‘It feels like we have got stuck on this issue-I wonder why that might be?’
· ‘Am I right in sensing that you’re starting to get frustrated?  Can you help me understand why?’
Long silences 
This can indicate that the discussion has run its natural course, in which case move on. It can also be a sign of tension. If so, acknowledge it: ‘You've gone very silent can you say what you think the problem is?’ The appraisee may have lost the plot somewhere and may need help with getting refocused.
It's useful to summarise at this point: ‘We seem to have lost some direction-let's just summarise where we have got to and then agree how we should move things forward.’
Not wanting to talk about something that you think might be useful

Try something like: 

‘You don’t seem keen on talking about that.  Could you help me understand why?’

‘I know you feel a bit apprehensive about talking about the difficulties at home, but I feel that unless we try and find a way through that, nothing else here will change.  Besides, it sounds like it’s really getting you down.  What do you think?’
Aggression directed towards the appraiser
Above all, remain calm and don't become defensive or take it personally. Acknowledge the anger and inquire what is behind it. One effective strategy is simply to throw the question back to the group ‘What do others think about this-does everyone feel this strongly?’
	END NOTE

You’ll often come across an appraisee who has bigger problems elsewhere in their lives that interferes with their natural development in the practice.  In some of these cases, the problem may be of such significance that the whole meeting might need to be adapted towards exploring the ‘hot potato’.   The other bits of appraisal will simply need to be (and quite appropriately so) put off till perhaps 3-6 months’ time – maybe even longer.  Do you really think someone is going to pay much attention to their development plans for work if they’re house is currently being repossessed?  Think!  I told you it wasn’t Rocket Science.  Good luck and I hope this document has been useful.
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