
 

 

CASE STUDY 

Improving Performance 
Management  

Overview  
Most organisations invest time in suboptimal Performance Management processes. Many 
Ministry of Justice employees were reporting negative experiences of their Performance 
Management process. So, a team in their Human Resources community tested how training 
in psychological concepts and neurological drivers could improve the experience for both 
Managers and Employees. This case study explains what they found. 

Challenge 
A Gartner (CEB) study of over 9,000 managers and employees, in 18 countries, discovered 
that businesses spend an average of 43 hours on performance management, per employee, 
each year. This included preparing for and conducting formal and informal performance 
management conversations for goal setting and performance evaluation. This survey further 
found that productivity and overall results decrease when performance reviews were 
removed. 

However, a 2015 IBM Smarter Workforce Institute survey, of over 500 organisations, found 
only 9% were satisfied with their current practices.  

From an employee perspective, traditional performance management has been found to 
destroy employee morale and has even led to legal issues (Grote, 2005). 

In this context, the Ministry of Justice (MoJ) recognised an opportunity for improvement. 

The Legacy 
At the time, a Performance Management Review (PMR) process was in place for the MoJ. 
Every year, twice a year like clockwork, all employees at the MoJ would have a PMR. 
Ideally, during this conversation, Managers would acknowledge their line report employees’ 
successes and strengths and identify areas for improvement. Subsequently, Managers 
allocated a performance rating of either ‘outstanding,’ ‘good,’ or ‘must improve,’ to each 
employee. This was then assessed against their peers’ performance in a moderation 
exercise when ratings may have been adjusted. A guided distribution was applied with an 
expectation that between 8% and 15% of the MoJ’s employees would be allocated a ‘must 
improve’ rating. This could provoke feelings of threat, apprehension, and dread for 
employees. Staff had described PMR as ‘a battle,’ ‘hellish,’ and even ‘bloodletting.’ Without 
employee engagement, these conversations would become unproductive.  

The Issues 
A review revealed what made the PMR process negative and harrowing for employees at 
the MoJ. The common reasons referenced included:  

• A sense of mistrust in the equity of the process 
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• The length of the process, with significant time passing between the employee-
manager PMR conversation and employees subsequently receiving a rating 

• Feelings of apprehension, dread and defensiveness from staff unaware of what to 
expect or how to handle the conversation 

The approach had revolved around process. And, whilst employees could access online 
guidance documents and attend masterclasses about the process, these did not address 
employee’s feelings and attitudes. These were not necessarily helping their behaviours 
during their PMR conversations.  

The Opportunity 
The internal Consultants reviewed recent Employee Engagement survey results which 
showed, of staff in MoJ Headquarters:  

• only 43% agreed or strongly agreed, “Poor performance is dealt with effectively in my 
team” 

• only 65% agreed or strongly agreed, “The feedback I receive helps me to improve my 
performance” 

• only 64% agreed or strongly agreed, “I think that my performance is evaluated fairly”  

The Consultants recognised an opportunity to apply neuroscience and psychology to 
hopefully win over disengaged people, with entrenched negative attitudes towards PMR. 
However, no MoJ Headquartered business area had previously considered these in their 
preparation for PMR conversations.  

Approach 
The Proposal 
The solution proposed, to change the employees’ mindset, was to explain the neurological 
drivers at play. This could enable a shift in the focus of PMRs from ‘process’ to ‘people.’ The 
solution would:  

• address multiple areas of the business 

• deliver engaging, thought-provoking, one-hour workshops prior to PMR 
conversations  

• encourage employees to consider new ways of understanding and preparing their 
minds 

• make employee-manager conversations less intimidating or threatening, and 
therefore more constructive and productive  

A workshop session was advertised on this basis, to set clear expectations for stakeholders. 

The MoJ Headquarters’ Executive Committee members endorsed the project as an 
intervention to improve business delivery. 

The main concern was that employees may not gain an adequate level of understanding 
from such a short workshop, sufficient to impact results. The Consultants mitigated this by: 

• simplifying concepts presented to their core elements 

• illustrating concepts using real life examples  

• citing additional reading materials for further understanding 
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To maximise attendance, they limited the workshop to 60 minutes. Presenters used a 
PowerPoint presentation to make the workshop visually engaging and provided suggestions 
for additional reading so Participants could explore topics of interest further. 

In order to improve the conditions of a PMR conversation, the Consultants chose three 
psychological concepts which in their simplified form were practical, relatively simple to 
explain, supported by research and familiar to some staff (if by another name). 

Objective 1: Increase Confidence of the Line Manager and the Employee 

Psychological Concept: The Power of Body Language 

The workshop demonstrated that doing a high-power pose before a PMR could increase 
their confidence and reduce their stress levels. 

In a TEDGlobal Talk in June 2012, American social psychologist, Amy Cuddy argued that 
not only could our minds and thoughts change our body language but a change in our body 
language could affect our minds. 

A powerful person would often expand the space they inhabit, affording them confidence to 
communicate assuredly to one or more people. Amy Cuddy and colleague, Dana Carney, 
found evidence that simply taking up a wide, powerful stance (also known as a power pose), 
could make one feel powerful.  

Cuddy also conducted a study which showed that high power poses increased the 
dominance hormone testosterone by 20%, a person’s tolerance for risk by 86%, and 
decreased the stress hormone Cortisol by 25%.  

Objective 2: Encourage Staff to Implement Continuous Improvement  

Psychological Concept: Growth Mindset versus Fixed Mindset 

Carol Dweck, a Stanford professor specialising in success, asserted that everything had a 
different meaning depending on the mindset a person held. Dweck argued that there were 
two types of mindset which influenced thinking about work, learning, and one’s own abilities:  

• Somebody with a fixed mindset believed that talent, ability and intelligence were 
things an individual was born with, so they often consider mistakes and deficiencies 
as permanent  

• Conversely, people with a growth mindset considered mistakes a part of learning. 
They believed intelligence, talent and abilities could be developed and built upon 

Dweck’s research demonstrated that Managers could change their mindset with training. 
The workshop explained the benefits of a Line Manager recognising these mindsets from 
their employees’ input and responding accordingly. 

The workshop promoted the advantages of embedding a growth mindset in PMRs by 
encouraging staff to set, phrase and measure objectives positively. Discussions on 
objectives should focus not only on outputs but how much the employee learned, their efforts 
and their use of different methods to improve, which all represented important aspects of 
successful performance. 

Objective 3: Remove the Sense of Threat from the Conversation 

Psychological Concept: Threat versus Reward 

In this primitive response system, what is perceived as a threat causes our brain to release 
cortisol – a “stress” hormone. On the other hand, what is perceived as a reward causes our 
brain to release dopamine – a “happy” hormone. Dweck’s research asserted that it was 
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possible to address what triggered feelings of threat in the brain. It was relevant to address 
this in the workshop because results of a poll showed that 53% of respondents felt a ‘high’ 
level of threat in the PMR. Another 41% reported a ‘medium’ level of threat. Threat and 
reward reactions could happen automatically and instantaneously, triggering a response 
before an individual had a chance to consider it rationally. So, it was useful to make 
Participants aware of this risk. 

The Workshop presented four areas (elements) of human social experience where 
individuals could experience the threat or reward responses: 

• Certainty: confidence that one knows what the future holds 

• Options: the extent to which one feels they have choices 

• Reputation: an individual’s relative importance to others (social ranking) 

• Equity: one’s sense of fairness 

It was proposed that these four elements activated either the ‘primary reward’ or the ‘primary 
threat’ circuitry of the brain. For example, a perceived threat to one’s sense of equity could 
activate similar brain networks to a physical threat. In the same way, a perceived increase to 
reputation could activate the same reward circuitry as receiving a monetary reward. 

Participants could apply this in PMR conversations. Ideally, they would: 

• Sense what had happened (when a threat or reward response was experienced) 

• Explore the element that had been triggered 

• Take action by mitigating, compensating or removing the threat, or magnifying and 
maximising the reward 

Using a model from www.headheartbrain.com the workshop materials presented a model to 
help Participants better understand their reactions and behaviours during a PMR discussion, 
and to respond accordingly. 

Outcome 
The objective was to encourage employees to consider psychological concepts and 
neurological drivers, to better understand their own and others’ behaviours and actions 
during PMRs. This understanding would enable them to make their employee-manager 
conversations less intimidating and threatening, therefore more productive and constructive.  

For the organisation there was value in finding and considering the value of new, innovative 
perspectives on performance management conversations.  

Participant Feedback 
We conducted a survey of Participants from three business areas where the workshop was 
delivered. These suggested the workshop was effective in meeting its objectives.  

• As a starting point, Participants’ perspective on their previous experience with PMR 
was established 

• 60% reported having insufficient/no formal PMR training in the last three years  

• 60% had previously had a negative PMR experience  

• Participants rated how innovative they found the content to be  

• 60% had never considered their state of mind or mind-set before a performance 
management conversation  

http://www.headheartbrain.com/
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• 70% ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’ that the content of the workshop was new and 
innovative 

• Participants rated the extent to which they understood and engaged with the content  

• 100% ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’ that the power of body language concept 
registered with them  

• 80% ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’ that the concept of the fixed versus growth mindset 
registered with them  

• 60% ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’ that the concept of threat versus reward registered 
with them  

• 90% ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’ that the content of the workshop was useful and 
constructive 

• Participants indicated whether understanding the psychological concepts would 
make a difference to the PMR process 

• 50% claimed that they used what they learnt in their own performance management 
conversation 

• 100% believed MoJ should deliver the workshop for all PMRs in future 

• 100% agreed that the workshop’s content should be embedded in all future 
performance management guidance  

Sponsor Feedback 
When interviewed, senior Sponsors of the workshop commented: 

• “It was very clearly presented, a good length and thought-provoking” 

• “It came at [PMR] from a different perspective. It encourages staff and Managers to 
think differently, even if they are two reasonable people coming at it from different 
angles. This material should be embedded in all PMR guidance and procedures”  

•  “It gave me greater awareness and showed me that the best intentions don’t matter 
when you’re in the wrong state of mind” 

Lessons Learned 
On review, the team identified ways in which the workshop could be improved and proposed: 

• Using more interactive methods such as role-play  

• Embedding the concepts in the existing PMR guidance 

• Giving staff hard copies of the three main points of the workshop as a takeaway 
resource they could refer to before their PMR conversation  

• Offering separate sessions for Line Managers and reports, to create a safer space to 
share experiences and ask questions  

• Developing the workshop into an e-learning module, podcast, detailed guidebook or 
another format that would allow thousands of staff working outside London to do the 
workshop 
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