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THE PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT
AND APPRAISAL OF MIDDLE
MANAGERS IN RAPIDLY CHANGING
ORGANIZATIONS

Clinton O. Longenecker, Stranahan Professor of Leadership and Organizational
Excellence, and Laurence S. Fink, Associate Professor of Management, The College of
Business Administration, The University of Toledo, USA.

“We absolutely need to do a bet-
ter job of middle managerial ap-
praisals and reviews at this organi-
zation and we are not alone.”

Senior HR VP
Fortune 1000 Service Enterprise

Dr. Clinton O. Longenecker is an award-
winning business educator, researcher, au-
thor, motivational speaker, business con-
sultant, and executive coach and is the
Stranahan Professor of Leadership and Or-
ganizational Excellence at the University
of Toledo. He has published over 100
journal articles and is the co-author of the
best-selling book Getting Results: Five
Absolutes for High Performance. His new
book, Two Minute Drill: Lessons on Rap-
id  Organizational Improvement from
America’s Greatest Game, will be pub-
lished by Jossey-Bass in July 2007. He
specializes in rapid performance improve-
ment in both his research and consulting
and can be reached at clinton.longeneck-
er@utoledo.edu.

Dr. Laurence S. Fink is an Associate Pro-
fessor in Management in the College of
Business Administration at The Universi-
ty of Toledo. His research, publishing, and
consulting is in improving the effectiveness
of human resource management Systems
and management performance and im-
provement. He can be reached at lfink@ut-
net.utoledo.edu.

INTRODUCTION
The landscape of organizational
America is changing at an unprece-
dented level. International and do-
mestic competition are increasing in
nearly every segment of the U.S.
econormy, requiring organizations to
rapidly change and evolve in re-
sponse to these competitive pres-
sures.' In response to these market
pressures to improve, be efficient,
and get better results, organizations
have implemented a wide variety of
change and improvement initiatives,
including restructuring, implement-
ing new technologies, reengineer-
ing, customer relationship manage-
ment programs, and supply chain
improvement efforts, among others.
To successtully support these types
of change initiatives and improve
their own and their departments’
performance, managers at all levels
have been forced to take on new and
different roles and to realign and pri-
oritize the associated activities of
themselves and their departments.”
While successful manager lead-
ership and action are required at all
levels to support rapid organiza-
tional change and improvement,
of particular importance is the role

of middle managers, who have
been described as the “linking
pins” for real organizational
change.” Middle managers are re-
quired to support the plans of the
superiors above them in the orga-
nization, while at the same time
supporting the important initia-
tives of front-line supervisors who
work beneath them. Middle man-
agers have been identified as play-
ing a critical role in: 1) executing
organizational strategy; 2) facilitat-
ing two-way communication; 3)
effective planning; 4) ongoing
problem solving; and 5) creating
and fostering organizational team-
work and cooperation.* All of
these activities are essential to
change and performance-enhance-
ment efforts.

Previous research by these au-
thors has demonstrated that manag-
ers, and in particular middle manag-
ers, have very specific performance
needs during periods of rapid orga-
nizational change. During these pe-
riods of rapid organizational
change, middle managers need: 1) a
clear focus on what activities are
most important; 2) increased per-
formance feedback; 3) attention to
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their personal development; and 4)
reward systems that support desired
changes.” All of these needs can be
systematically addressed when an
organization implements and main-
tains an effective performance man-
agement and appraisal system with
middle management. How effec-
tive organizations are at providing
these needed performance elements
to their middle managers’ perfor-
mance in periods of rapid change is
the topic of this article.

To summarize, middle manage-
ment personnel are critical to the
success of rapid organizational
change and have specific perfor-
mance needs that arise because of
these changes. Yet previous research
demonstrates that middle managers
are frequently “taken for granted,”
“ignored,” “left on their own,” or
“hung out to dry” when large-scale
organizational change takes place.®
With this background, the purpose
of this paper is to report our findings
and conclusions from an applied re-
search study designed to assess how
well middle managers are supported
during periods of rapid organiza-
tional change. We are confident that
the data reported in this study pro-
vides many useful lessons for organi-
zational leaders who are interested in
improving their performance man-
agement and appraisal systerns for
middle managers and, as a result, the
effectiveness of their organizational
change efforts.

OUR STUDY ON MIDDLE
MANAGERS

To explore the perceptions of mid-
dle managers on key performance
variables, as part of a larger study, we
collected survey data from 243 man-
agers from 25 different Fortune 1000
service and manufacturing organiza-
tions. Each organization that sup-
plied managers who participated in
the study was chosen because they

were currently experiencing large-
scale organizational change, accord-
ing to their CEOs. Because change
efforts do not always equally affect
different organizational units or de-
partments, care was taken to make
sure that each middle manager who
came from these organizations was
operating in units within his/her or-
ganization that were being trans-
formed by a wide variety of change
initiatives. The managers in this
sample had, on average, over ten
years of managerial experience and
worked in a wide cross section of
functional areas including finance,
marketing, administration, opera-
tions, and support functions.

Participants in this study were
asked to respond to a series of ques-
tions on a five-point rating scale
ranging from very satisfied to very
dissatisfied regarding the organiza-
tional performance management
and performance appraisal systems
that applied specifically to them. In
addition, a number of open-ended
questions were used to further
probe their satisfaction with these
systems. For purposes of this article,
we will discuss the perceived satis-
faction/dissatisfaction of middle
managers with ten factors that previ-
ous research has found to be critical
to middle management perfor-
mance and closely tied to effective
performance management and ap-
praisal. Completed surveys of the
structured questions were analyzed,
and Exhibit 1 contains a summary of
these factors with frequencies at-
tached. Let us discuss the findings
and the implications that they hold
for equipping middle managers to
perform more effectively in rapidly
changing orgamizations.

OUR FINDINGS ON
MANAGERIAL APPRAISALS

“Most organizations can do a
much better job of equipping

their middle managers to perform
at a higher level. ... It’s not always
about resources as much as it is
helping these leaders focus their
energies and providing them with
ongoing information and support
so that they can do their jobs.”

- HR VP Fortune 1000 Health-

care Organization

In discussing the findings of this re-
search effort, we would like to point
out that managers, at all levels, need
to be equipped to compete and per-
form at the highest levels, and this is
especially true in periods of rapid or-
ganizational change. Written com-
ments from our questionnaire re-
vealed that managers frequently dis-
cuss the issues of “being aligned,”
“being on the same page with their
boss,” “not shooting in the dark,”
“knowing where they stand,” “not
having to guess what their boss is
thinking,” “seeing a link between
performance and outcomes,” and
“being developed” as important ele-
ments to their success in implement-
ing change efforts. The other consis-
tent pattern found in middle manag-
ers’ written comments clearly point-
ed out they and their workers were
currently facing a fair amount of un-
certainty and ambiguity, and this
made it more difficult for them to do
their jobs and get results. We would
like to now share with you our key
findings from the results of our
quantitative analysis of the ten struc-
tured scale questions closely tied to
effective performance management
and appraisal.

Finding #1: In periods of rapid
change, organizations need to
ensvure that middle managers
are properly focused in terms
of what they are trying to
accomplish.

A review of questions 1 and 2 in
Exhibit 1 provides us with some
interesting insights on the issue of
focus. Managers were asked to re-

spond to how satisfied they were
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EXHIBIT 1

A. Focus

description?

B. Feedback

your performance?

your performance?

C. Rewards

overall basis?

D. Development

Exhibit 1

Key Research Findings on Middle Management

1.) How satisfied are you with the clarity of your current job

2.) How satisfied are you with the clarity of your accountability in

terms of duties and goals as a manager in your organization?

3.) How satisfied are you with the amount of feedback you receive on

4.) How satisfied are you with the quality of feedback you receive on

5.) How satisfied are you with the amount of coaching and counseling

you receive from your boss on how to improve your performance?

6.) How satisfied are you with the relationship between your level of
performance and the rewards you receive?

7.) How satisfied are you with your total compensation package on an

8.) How satisfied are you with the amount of effort your organization
puts in terms of helping you grow and develop as a professional?

9.) How satisfied are you with the amount of effort your boss puts
forth in terms of helping you grow and develop as a professional?
10.) How satisfied are you with the overall quality of your formal

performance appraisal and review?

Less than
Satisfied
Satisfied
44.4% 55.6%
50.4% 49.6%
75.0% 25.0%
75.0% 25.0%
76.1% 23.9%
67.7% 32.3%
51.5% 48.5%
59.5% 40.5%
68.1% 31.9%
76.1% 23.9%

with the clarity of their job de-
scription and their accountabilities
in terms of duties and goals. In
terms of job description, 55.6% of
managers were satisfied with its
clarity, while 44.4% were less than
satisfied. In addition, in terms of
accountability, around 50% of
managers were satisfied with the
clarity of their duties and goals,
while 50% were less than satisfied.

On the one hand, it is encourag-
ing that around half of the managers
surveyed were comfortable and sat-
isfied with their level of clarity on
these important issues. On the other
hand, these numbers signify that a
significant number of managers were
less than satisfied with the level of fo-
cus and clarity that they were receiv-
ing from their superiors on these
same issues. Given previous research

on the importance of goal-setting
and clarifying expectations in perfor-
mance, these findings strongly sug-
gest that in periods of rapid and
large-scale change, organizations
need to place a greater emphasis on
ensuring that middle managers
know what their job entails, what
goals and priorities they should be
pursuing, and ultimately for what
they are being held accountable.”
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It is hard for an organizational
change effort to be successful when
half of the critical “quarterbacks”
leading the change effort do not un-
derstand what plays they are expect-
ed or allowed to execute or what
“winning” means in terms of their
own or their unit’s performance.

Finding #2: In periods of rapid
organizational change, middle
managers’ needs for feedback
and coaching are large and
insatiable.

A review of questions 3, 4, and 5 in
Exhibit 1 provides us with some in-
teresting insights on the insatiable
needs that middle managers have for
feedback during periods of change.
Feedback is and has always been a
critical component of successful per-
formance, and this is true regardless
of a person’s position within an or-
ganization.? When managers in this
study were asked to assess their level
of satisfaction with the amount and
quality of the feedback and amount
of coaching and counseling they re-
ceived from their superiors, the re-
ported levels of satisfaction in these
critical areas of performance man-
agement and appraisal were abysmal.
Only 25% of managers were satisfied
with the quality and quantity of
feedback they received on their per-
formance, while a statistically signif-
icant 75% were less than satisfied.

This finding makes it clear that
managers are seeking performance
feedback, and the overwhelming
majority of participants in this study
who were caught up in large-scale
organizational change were not get-
ting it. It is one thing to be a manag-
er and performing at a less than satis-
factory level. It is clearly another
thing to not know it, and managers
in this study made it clear that they
are secking more information on
how well they are performing their
duties. These results strongly suggest
that upper-level managers need to
be more cognizant of this substantial
need and take a more proactive ap-

proach to help satisfy this need in
their subordinates. In addition to
knowing how well they are current-
ly performing, a staggering 76.1% of
managers were less than satisfied
with the amount of coaching and
counseling they received from their
superiors on how to improve their
performance. While a need for feed-
back such as a compliment, praise, or
criticism is present, managers are also
seeking specific information about
how to improve their performance.
The nature of this research study
does not give us a baseline so as to
understand these feedback and
coaching needs prior to versus dur-
ing the organizational change efforts
that these managers were experienc-
ing, but the findings make the need
on all three counts clearly evident
during change efforts.

Finding #3: In periods of rapid
change, rewards and
compensation are important
for reinforcing new hehaviors
and desired levels of
performance.

A review of questions 6 and 7 in Ex-
hibit 1 speak to the important issues
of linkage between performance and
rewards and the participant manag-
ers’ overall satisfaction with their
compensation packages. Both of
these issues are important in the con-
text of organizational change for
several reasons. First, previous re-
search has shown that to reinforce
the desired behavior associated with
organizational change, compensa-
tion is a powerful tool’ On this
count, managers in this study were
overwhelmingly less than satisfied
(67.7%) with the perceived link be-
tween their performance and the re-
wards that they received. This means
that organizations in this study were
throwing away an opportunity to
use compensation and other rewards
as a tool or lever to reinforce desired
behaviors of their middle managers.
For desired changes to take place
and, equally as important, to be
maintained and developed into ef-

fective performance habits, rein-
forcement is critical and must be giv-
en the utmost care.

At the same time, the managers in
this study demonstrated a mixed re-
view of their overall compensation
package, as 48.5% were satisfied and
51.5% were less than satisfied. Satis-
faction with one’s overall compensa-
tion is particularly important during
periods of change as managers at all
levels experience an increase in their
workloads and stress levels. When a
manager is being asked to do more
and is under increasing pressure, dis-
satisfaction with one’s compensation
package has been linked to a manag-
er’s willingness to consider other
employment options, and this is es-
pecially true of high performers.'

Finding #4: A manager’s
developmental needs are
significant during periods of
large-scale organizational
change.

A review of questions 8, 9, and 10 in
Exhibit 1 offers insight into the de-
velopmental needs of middle manag-
ers caught up in large-scale organiza-
tional change. In our previous re-
search, we have found that during
periods of organizational change,
managers frequently find themselves
lacking some of the requisite skills
necessary to perform new duties and
responsibilities.'! The existence of
these “skill gaps™ can be the source of
not only great consternation and
stress on the part of managers but,
equally as important, a root cause of
poor performance. Having said this,
40.5% of managers in this study were
satishied with the amount of effort
that their organizations were putting
into helping them grow and develop,
while 59.5% were less than satisfied.
Thus, on an overall basis, managers
were experiencing  dissatisfaction
with their organizations’ efforts to
help them develop to meet the de-
mands brought on by these changes.

At the same time, only 31.9% of
managers were satisfied with the
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amount of effort that their boss was
putting forth in helping them grow
and develop as a professional. On
both counts, managers in this study
made it clear that they had develop-
mental needs that were not being ad-
dressed by either their organizations
or their superiors at a satisfactory lev-
el. Asking managers to lead a change
effort but not equipping them to do
so effectively is often a very costly
mistake which results in delays and
ineffective implementation of change
efforts. Managers’ responses to this
question made it clear that develop-
mental needs are frequently signifi-
cant during periods of change, and as
a result they need help in growing
and developing as professionals to
help equip, prepare, and support their
abilities to cope with the challenges
connected to change efforts.

Finally, on the subject of manage-
rial performance appraisal and re-
view, our sample of managers dem-
onstrated extreme  dissatisfaction
with the formal performance ap-
praisal and review process, with
76.1% indicating that they were less
than satisfied and only 23.9% of par-
ticipants being satisfied. While for-
mal performance appraisals are by no
means a panacea for management
development, they do provide a
platform to improve manager per-
formance. Dissatisfaction with the
formal appraisal process by these
managers can be directly linked to a
number of the aforementioned fac-
tors such as a lack of focus, perceived
lack of ongoing feedback, and inter-
est in their development. Thus, high
levels of dissatisfaction on this issue
are by no means surprising.

A CALL FOR HR LEADERSHIP

While the findings of this study are
most likely not shocking, they do
suggest that there is significant room
for improvement in helping middle
managers improve their performance,
especially those who are working in
rapidly changing environment. In

these ultra-competitive times, human
resource management leaders are un-
der increasing pressure to demon-
strate how they create “value” for
their organizations. While many of
the traditional HR. functions are crit-
ically important to an organization’s
success, we would like to make a
strong case for reviewing your orga-
nization’s approach to performance
management and appraisal as it applies
to the managers in your enterprise.

Previous research has shown that
an effective performance manage-
ment and appraisal system can pro-
vide an organization with tools that
are useful in creating focus, setting the
stage for ongoing feedback, providing
an effective basis to link rewards to
performance, and creating an envi-
ronment in which meaningful mana-
gerial development plans are more
likely to be instituted. Having said
this, we would like to challenge you
to provide more proactive leadership
to your organization when imple-
menting large-scale organizational
change. Given the fact that middle
managers are key to the success of
your efforts, doesn’t it make good
sense that going into a large-scale or-
ganizational change, you as organiza-
tional/HR leaders would help create
abetter process to equip your manag-
ers to compete and lead the change
process by addressing the following
recommendations that are part and
parcel of any effective performance
management and appraisal process.

Recommendation #1: Get your
managers aligned and focused
on what the organization
really needs from them.

The foundation or critical starting
point of any effective performance
management system is that every in-
dividual knows what his/her job en-
tails, what his/her responsibilities
are, and what goals he/she must pur-
sue to provide value to the organiza-
tion. HR leaders can do their orga-
nization a great service when they
set up a performance management

system that starts with helping man-
agers at all levels create focus on
what effective performance looks
like. This is especially true when en-
tering periods of large-scale change.
So when your organization embarks
on these types of initiatives, take spe-
cific steps to make sure that manag-
ers from layer to layer in your enter-
prise communicate expectations to
their subordinates. This requires
planning, commitment, and strong
communication from the top of
your organization to the bottom.
Having senior organizational and
HR leadership emphasize these crit-
ical issues during any large-scale
change initiative can go a long way
to removing a performance road-
block while increasing the Ilikeli-
hood of effective leadership.

Recommendation #2: Make
feedback and coaching a
managerial priority!

As can be seen from the findings of
this study, middle managers experi-
encing large-scale organizational
change have a significant need for
constructive feedback. Feedback lets
people know where they stand, how
they are doing, and if they are on
track and serves as powerful rein-
forcement for desired behaviors. In
the absence of ongoing feedback, it
is easy for a manager to assume that
everything is going well and that no
adjustments are needed. In truth, ev-
ery employee and in particular every
member of a management team
needs specific, ongoing, and bal-
anced performance feedback to rein-
force desired behaviors and to elim-
inate undesired behaviors. Organi-
zations need to create systems and
cultures that foster ongoing discus-
sions of performance by providing a
steady dose of performance feed-
back. Annual performance reviews
are woefully inadequate in this re-
gard if they are the primary vehicle
for feedback. Monthly performance
discussions, quarterly abbreviated
performance reviews, informal ap-
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praisals, and regularly scheduled
coaching sessions are all tools that
can be used to ensure the steady flow
of feedback to key personnel and al-
low managers to make adjustments
before major and more-difficult-to-
solve difficulties develop. Without
effective leadership from the top and
a performance management system
and mindset, feedback can be infre-
quent and ineffective, creating a lost
opportunity for organizations to im-
prove performance. Organizational
and HR leaders need to work at cre-
ating both a feedback-oriented man-
agement culture and the needed sys-
tems to support these efforts.

Recommendation #3: If you
want real change, get your
compensation system to reward
and reinforce the right
behaviors and performance.

Many would argue that it is not sur-
prising that the managers in this
study see a rather weak link between
their performance and the rewards
that they receive. These findings are
exacerbated by the fact that both the
issues of focus and feedback received
low ratings where satisfaction was
concemed. Helping managers by
providing focus and feedback should
also increase employee trust in the
employee appraisal process, a neces-
sary element in any pay-for-perfor-
mance system.

As organizational and HR leaders,
you can make it an organizational
priority to establish and clarify per-
formance standards and to increase
the amount and quality of feedback
provided to managers. Your formal
performance appraisal system can
serve a useful role in this regard when
properly executed by managers con-
ducting these appraisals. In addition,
linkages between performance and
rewards need to be strengthened
during periods of organizational
change. Merit and reward systems
provide a powerful tool for getting
managers to focus on those behaviors
and activities most connected to

achieving organizational goals or ob-
jectives. It is also important to keep
managers satisfied with their overall
compensation package in times of
change to prevent the problems that
come with turnover and the un-
wanted loss of high-performing lead-
ers. Make sure that rewards are tied
to aspects of manager performance
that under his/her control and that
the absolute size of the rewards in
general and the relative size of in-
creases for differential performance
are sufficient to send the right mes-
sage and motivate managers.

Recommendation #4: Equip and
develop your managers to
meet new demands.

Organizations frequently struggle
with the issue of employee and
management development for a
wide variety of reasons ranging
from cost to time to responsibility.
When organizations are experi-
encing large-scale change, it is a
fact (not a theory) that develop-
mental needs expand, and this is
especially true of managers who
are called upon to lead and execute
change. In this regard, organiza-
tional and HR leaders working in
partnership can play a critical role
in planning, budgeting, and exe-
cuting specific development plans
that equip managers to perform at
the high levels required in these
dynamic, turbulent times. It is na-
ive to go into any change effort
without discussing and preparing
for the eventuality that leaders will
need assistance in creating new
skill sets. Developmental planning
can be a critical contribution that
HR leaders make when their en-
terprises are facing serious change.
A wide variety of developmental
tools are available that can include
training, assessment centers, men-
toring, participation on special as-
signments, 360-degree feedback
processes, and cross training,
among others. These tools can
help ensure managers are properly

prepared to do their jobs at critical
times in the implementation of
change and improvement efforts.

It is critical that those responsible
for leading other managers in the or-
ganization play an active role in
these activities. Organizational/HR
leaders must continually emphasize
that development is every individual
manager’s ultimate responsibility,
but they are also responsible for en-
suring that individual development
is taking place and has appropriate
support in word and deed. Your or-
ganization’s formal appraisal system
can also be an effective comerstone
in your development process when
properly executed. Ultimately, it is
both top management’s and HR
leaders’ responsibility to ensure that
the managers at all levels in your or-
ganization have the skill sets, talents,
and motivation to perform at high
levels during periods of change.

iN CLOSING

As we conclude this discussion, we
would ask that you would take a few
minutes and complete the organiza-
tional assessment in Exhibit 2 (next
page) and ask yourself how commit-
ted you are as a organizational/HR
leader to ensuring that each of these
factors are properly addressed when
your organization is entering large-
scale change. Know that as an orga-
nizational/HR leader your actions
can play a critical role in equipping
the managers of your enterprise with
the knowledge and skills necessary
to support the organization’s change
efforts, goals, and strategic plans.
Your responses to these questions
can provide you with some insight
into some specific things that you as
an HR leader can do to better pre-
pare your organization to succeed in
the game of change.
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Exhibit 2: An Organizational Assessment of Key Managerial Factors in Supporting Change

When entering a change initiative, how often does our organization...

Clarify the accountability of managers in terms of duties

Provide satisfactory amounts of feedback to our managers?

Provide quality feedback to our managers on their
Make sure that managers receive ongoing coaching and
counseling about how to improve their performance?
Create a clear linkage between performance and the
Assess the overall satisfaction with our total managerial
Take proactive steps to ensure that our managers have the
skills needed to execute their new roles in our enterprise?

Encourage managers to invest time and resources into

Provide our managers with timely and effective formal

EXHIBIT 2
1.  Ensure the clarity of managerial job descriptions?
2.
and goals associated with the change?
4.
performance?
5.
6.
rewards our managers receive?
7.
compensation package?
8.
9.
developing their subordinate managers?
10.
performance appraisals and reviews?
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