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In modern performance management, the emphasis on employee appraisal discussions has evolved significantly.
Traditionally, appraisals often centered around specific behaviors—measurable actions, task completion
rates, and observable performance metrics. However, a growing body of management thought advocates for
shifting the focus toward an employee's attitudes—such as their mindset, motivation, engagement, and overall
outlook. This approach recognizes that attitudes profoundly influence behaviors and performance outcomes,
and addressing them can lead to more sustainable development and a healthier workplace environment. This
article explores why appraisal discussions should prioritize attitudes over specific behaviors, the benefits of
this shift, and practical strategies for implementing it effectively.

Understanding the Difference: Attitudes Versus Behaviours

Defining Attitudes
Attitudes encompass an employee's internal mindset, feelings, and beliefs about their work, colleagues,
organization, and their own capabilities. They are often reflected in their motivation, enthusiasm, resilience, and
openness to change. Attitudes are more abstract than behaviors, representing the underlying drivers that
influence how an individual acts.

Defining Behaviours
Behaviours are the observable actions or conduct displayed by employees in the workplace. They include
punctuality, communication style, teamwork, and adherence to procedures. Behaviours are tangible and
measurable, making them the traditional focus of performance appraisals.

Interconnection Between Attitudes and Behaviours
While behaviours are directly observable, they are often rooted in underlying attitudes. For instance, an
employee's willingness to collaborate may stem from a positive attitude toward teamwork. Conversely,
negative attitudes such as cynicism or disengagement can manifest as poor behaviours, such as tardiness or
lack of cooperation.

Why Focus on Attitudes in Appraisal Discussions?

1. Attitudes Drive Sustainable Performance
Focusing on attitudes allows managers to address the foundational mindset that influences long-term



performance. Positive attitudes like resilience, openness to feedback, and proactive engagement foster ongoing
development and adaptability, which are crucial in dynamic work environments.

2. Attitudes Are More Modifiable Than Behaviours
Behaviours can sometimes be superficial or situational, influenced by external factors. In contrast, attitudes
are internal and more amenable to change through coaching, reflection, and support. Addressing attitudes can
lead to genuine behavioural change over time.

3. Encourages a Growth-Oriented Mindset
Appraisals that focus on attitudes promote a culture of learning and growth. Employees are more likely to
develop a mindset of continuous improvement if their beliefs about their abilities and value are nurtured
positively.

4. Enhances Employee Engagement and Motivation
Discussing attitudes such as motivation, sense of purpose, and commitment can boost engagement. Employees
who feel their attitudes are valued and understood are more likely to be committed and loyal.

5. Reduces Defensive Reactions and Promotes Constructive Dialogue
Focusing on internal attitudes rather than external behaviours can reduce defensiveness. Employees are more
receptive when discussions revolve around their mindset and opportunities for growth rather than criticizing
specific actions.

Challenges of Focusing on Attitudes

1. Intangibility and Subjectivity
Attitudes are less tangible than behaviours, making them harder to measure objectively. Managers need to
develop skills in observing and interpreting internal states.

2. Risk of Overgeneralization
There is a potential for subjective bias if attitudes are not assessed carefully. It requires consistency and
awareness to avoid unfair evaluations.

3. Requires Training and Skill Development
Managers must be trained to identify attitudes accurately and to foster open, trust-based conversations.

Practical Strategies for Appraisal Discussions Focused on
Attitudes



1. Use Open-Ended Questions
Encourage employees to reflect on their mindset and feelings:

What motivates you in your work?

How do you see your role within the team?

What challenges do you feel most passionate about overcoming?

2. Foster a Culture of Trust and Psychological Safety
Create an environment where employees feel comfortable sharing their true feelings and attitudes without fear
of judgment.

3. Incorporate Self-Assessment
Allow employees to evaluate their own attitudes and perceptions, facilitating self-awareness and ownership
of development areas.

4. Focus on Growth and Development
Frame discussions around how attitudes can be cultivated and improved:

Building resilience through positive thinking

Enhancing motivation with clear purpose

Developing openness to feedback and change

5. Use Behavioral Anchors as Indicators
While the focus is on attitudes, observable behaviours can serve as indicators of underlying attitudes, helping
managers to assess and discuss internal states more effectively.

6. Provide Constructive Feedback and Support
Instead of criticizing specific actions, discuss how attitudes may be influencing behaviours and suggest ways to
foster more positive mindsets.

Case Studies Demonstrating the Impact of Attitude-Focused
Appraisals

Case Study 1: Improving Team Collaboration
A manager noticed that a team member was often late to meetings. Instead of reprimanding the behaviour, the



manager explored the employee’s attitudes toward teamwork. The employee expressed feeling undervalued and
disengaged. Addressing this attitude by recognizing contributions and involving the employee in decision-making
improved their sense of belonging, which in turn enhanced punctuality and participation.

Case Study 2: Enhancing Customer Service
A customer service representative showed declining performance. Managers shifted their appraisal focus to
attitudes, specifically their motivation and enthusiasm. Through coaching conversations that emphasized the
importance of positive mindset and purpose, the employee’s attitude improved, leading to more empathetic
interactions and better service outcomes.

Conclusion: Embracing Attitudes for Holistic Performance
Management

Shifting the focus of appraisal discussions from specific behaviours to underlying attitudes offers a more
holistic approach to employee development. Attitudes shape behaviours, influence motivation, and determine
engagement levels. By understanding and nurturing positive attitudes, organizations can foster a resilient,
adaptable, and motivated workforce that is better equipped to meet current and future challenges.

This approach requires deliberate effort, skill development for managers, and a culture that values internal
growth. When executed effectively, appraisal discussions centered on attitudes can lead to meaningful, lasting
change—benefiting both employees and the organization as a whole. Emphasizing attitudes is not about
neglecting specific behaviours but about recognizing the vital role internal mindsets play in shaping observable
actions, ultimately leading to more authentic and sustainable performance improvements.

Frequently Asked Questions

Why is it important to focus on an employee's attitudes during appraisal
discussions?

Focusing on attitudes helps identify underlying mindset and motivation, which can influence behavior and
performance more sustainably than isolated behaviors alone.

How does emphasizing attitudes rather than behaviors improve employee
development?

It encourages employees to reflect on their mindset and approach, fostering long-term growth and positive
change rather than just correcting specific actions.

Can focusing on attitudes during appraisals lead to more constructive
feedback?

Yes, it allows managers to address core issues like motivation or team spirit, leading to more meaningful and
motivating conversations that inspire improvement.

What are some potential challenges in shifting appraisal discussions from
behaviors to attitudes?

Challenges include difficulty in objectively assessing attitudes and the risk of perceived subjectivity, requiring



managers to develop skills in interpreting and discussing attitudes effectively.

How can managers effectively evaluate an employee’s attitudes during
appraisals?

Managers can observe consistent patterns, seek feedback from colleagues, and engage in open dialogues to
understand an employee’s mindset and outlook.

In what ways does focusing on attitudes align with modern performance
management practices?

It promotes a holistic view of employee development, emphasizing mindset, engagement, and adaptability, which
are key to fostering a resilient and motivated workforce.

Are there any risks associated with focusing solely on attitudes during
appraisals?

Yes, overemphasis on attitudes might overlook specific behavioral issues or performance metrics, so it should
be balanced with objective assessments.

What strategies can organizations adopt to encourage attitude-focused
appraisal discussions?

Organizations can train managers in emotional intelligence, promote open communication, and create a culture
that values mindset and engagement alongside performance metrics.

Additional Resources
Appraisal Discussions Should Focus On The Employee's Attitudes Rather Than On His Or Her Specific
Behaviours

In the realm of performance management, traditional appraisal systems have long centered around evaluating
specific behaviors and measurable outcomes. While this approach aims to provide clear, objective feedback, a
growing body of organizational psychology research suggests that shifting the focus towards an employee's
attitudes can lead to more meaningful development, enhanced engagement, and improved organizational culture.
This investigative article explores the rationale behind prioritizing attitudes in appraisal discussions, examines
the limitations of behavior-centric evaluations, and offers a comprehensive framework for implementing
attitude-focused performance reviews.

Understanding the Historical Context of Performance Appraisals

Performance appraisals have historically been rooted in the idea of quantifying an employee's work through
specific, observable behaviors and results. The underlying assumption is that by identifying and correcting
undesirable behaviors, organizations can improve overall productivity and efficiency. This approach gained
prominence during the early and mid-20th century, influenced by scientific management principles emphasizing
standardization and measurement.

However, as workplaces evolved into complex social systems, critics argued that a narrow focus on
behaviors neglects the underlying attitudes, motivations, and perceptions that drive those behaviors. The
limitations of behavior-based evaluations include:



- Superficial assessments: Focusing solely on actions can overlook the reasons behind behaviors.
- Potential for misinterpretation: Employees may perform behaviors out of obligation rather than genuine
commitment.
- Risk of discouraging authenticity: Employees might suppress certain behaviors to avoid negative evaluations,
leading to inauthentic performance.

This historical context underscores the need to re-examine appraisal practices, especially as organizations
seek to foster adaptive, resilient, and engaged workforces.

The Case for Attitude-Centric Appraisals

Recent research in organizational psychology emphasizes that attitudes—such as perceptions, beliefs,
motivation, and emotional engagement—are foundational drivers of behaviors. Recognizing and nurturing
positive attitudes can influence behaviors more effectively than punitive or corrective feedback alone.

Key benefits of focusing on attitudes include:

- Deeper insights into employee motivation: Understanding how employees feel about their work, colleagues, and
organizational values can inform tailored development strategies.
- Enhanced engagement and commitment: Employees who perceive their attitudes as valued are more likely to
demonstrate discretionary effort.
- Promotion of a positive organizational culture: Attitude-focused feedback encourages openness, trust, and
psychological safety.

Empirical evidence supports this shift: Studies have shown that positive attitudes towards work, such as
organizational identification and intrinsic motivation, correlate strongly with performance, creativity, and
resilience, often more than specific behaviors.

Distinguishing Attitudes from Behaviors

While attitudes and behaviors are interconnected, they are conceptually distinct:

- Behaviors: Observable actions, such as punctuality, quality of work, or communication style.
- Attitudes: Internal states, including job satisfaction, organizational commitment, perceptions of fairness, and
motivation.

Focusing on attitudes involves exploring questions like:

- How does the employee perceive their role and responsibilities?
- Do they feel valued and recognized?
- What motivates their efforts and engagement?
- How do they view organizational change and challenges?

By addressing these questions, managers can identify underlying issues that manifest as problematic behaviors
or missed opportunities.

Challenges of Behavior-Centric Appraisals

Despite their widespread use, behavior-focused appraisals face several critical limitations:

1. Surface-Level Feedback



Focusing on behaviors can lead to superficial evaluations that fail to address root causes. For example,
criticizing an employee for being late overlooks potential issues like transportation problems or conflicting
priorities.

2. Risk of Negative Bias

Managers may disproportionately emphasize negative behaviors, leading to a punitive atmosphere that
discourages risk-taking and innovation.

3. Reduced Employee Autonomy

Overemphasis on specific behaviors can lead to micromanagement, reducing employees’ sense of autonomy and
intrinsic motivation.

4. Inconsistent Interpretations

Different managers may interpret behaviors differently, leading to inconsistent evaluations that undermine
fairness.

5. Short-Term Focus

Behavioral assessments often prioritize immediate outputs over longer-term attitudes such as growth mindset
or resilience.

Implementing Attitude-Focused Appraisal Strategies

Transitioning to an attitude-centric appraisal system requires deliberate planning, training, and cultural
change. Here is a comprehensive framework:

1. Redefine Performance Metrics

- Incorporate indicators of attitudes such as engagement levels, adaptability, and openness to feedback.
- Use self-assessment tools that prompt employees to reflect on their perceptions and motivations.

2. Develop Open and Trusting Dialogue

- Encourage managers to ask probing questions about employees’ feelings, perceptions, and aspirations.
- Foster psychological safety, where employees feel comfortable discussing sensitive topics.

3. Use Qualitative Feedback

- Emphasize narrative feedback over numerical ratings.
- Document stories and examples that illustrate attitudes, such as resilience during challenging projects.

4. Train Managers in Emotional Intelligence

- Equip managers to recognize and interpret emotional cues and attitudes.
- Develop skills for empathetic listening and constructive conversations.



5. Align Organizational Values

- Embed attitudes like collaboration, integrity, and innovation into core values.
- Recognize and reward attitude-aligned behaviors to reinforce cultural norms.

6. Incorporate Developmental Focus

- Use appraisal discussions as opportunities for growth in attitudes, such as fostering a growth mindset or
improving emotional resilience.
- Provide resources, coaching, or mentoring to support attitude development.

Potential Risks and How to Mitigate Them

While shifting focus toward attitudes offers numerous benefits, it also presents challenges:

- Subjectivity: Attitudes are internal and less observable, risking biased evaluations.

Mitigation: Use multiple sources of evidence, including peer feedback and self-assessments, to triangulate
perceptions.

- Privacy Concerns: Discussing internal states may feel intrusive.

Mitigation: Establish clear boundaries, ensure confidentiality, and frame discussions around professional
development.

- Measurement Difficulties: Quantifying attitudes is inherently complex.

Mitigation: Focus on behavioral manifestations of attitudes and their impact on performance.

Case Studies and Organizational Examples

Several organizations have begun integrating attitude-focused assessments into their performance management
systems:

- Google’s “Project Oxygen”: Emphasized psychological safety and team cohesion, encouraging managers to
discuss attitudes related to trust and openness.
- The Container Store: Focuses on employee attitudes towards customer service, emphasizing alignment with
core values over specific behaviors.
- Patagonia: Values environmental attitudes and ethical engagement, integrating these into performance
reviews.

These examples demonstrate that prioritizing attitudes fosters a more holistic understanding of employee
contributions and supports sustainable development.

Conclusion: Toward a Holistic Performance Management Paradigm

The evolving landscape of work demands that organizations move beyond superficial behavior checklists
toward a more profound understanding of what motivates and engages employees. Appraisal discussions that
focus on attitudes—perceptions, motivations, and emotional engagement—offer a pathway to not only



improve individual performance but also cultivate organizational resilience, innovation, and a positive culture.

While transitioning from behavior-centric evaluations poses challenges, careful implementation, training, and
cultural commitment can unlock the transformative potential of attitude-focused appraisals. Ultimately,
recognizing and nurturing positive attitudes can lead to more authentic, motivated, and adaptable workforces
prepared to meet the complexities of modern organizational challenges.

In sum, appraisal discussions should prioritize understanding and developing employee attitudes, creating a more
meaningful, fair, and growth-oriented performance management system that benefits individuals and
organizations alike.
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