
2020 EMPLOYEE PERFORMANCE AND 
DEVELOPMENT REVIEW GUIDE FOR LEADERS

HOT MESS? 
DUMPSTER FIRE? 
TRAIN WRECK?

You Still Have  

to Conduct  

Year-End Reviews 
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This is the year that no one planned for or could ever have expected.

This is the year that had barely begun when all of those SMART goals, 

achievable KPIs, development plans, and performance improvement 

strategies went right out the window.

This is the year that COVID-19 turned businesses upside 

down; shifting priorities, redefining the role of essential 

workers, sending many employees to “work-

from-home” under less than ideal conditions, 

introducing new safety protocols and customer 

needs, and ushering in complexity and never-

expected challenges…. just to name a few.

Yet, the challenges associated with making 

things happen this year have provided an 

unexpected—yet necessary—benefit. Current 

conditions have brought into stark focus the 

limitations associated with the traditional performance 

and development planning process—a process that has 

increasingly struggled to keep pace with the speed of business and 

the information economy. And this cataclysmic event just might be enough 

to shake leaders loose of old mental models and ways of approaching how 

they help others contribute and grow.

“

“

2020 has been a disaster not 
just for corporate planning, 
but also for the performance 
and development planning 
that fuels it.
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This guide is a first step toward making that happen. But more importantly, 

it’s a tool to help you right now if you find yourself:

The pages that follow offer advice about how to prepare yourself and your 

employees to transform what could be an uncomfortable, contentious, 

demotivating exchange into a candid, rich, and insightful conversation 

that addresses the realities of the past year in a way that will build trust, 

inspire pride, and promote learning.

It’s been a rough year. 

So, here are some tools that will make your life as a leader just a bit easier. 

Use the thought-provoking Planning for a Productive 

2020 Review: Roadmap to Results to prepare for these 

consequential conversations.

Distribute A Year in Summary: Employee Reflections 

Worksheet to the employee in advance, allowing them to 

gather their thoughts and successes to ensure the most 

productive exchanges.

And get ready to handle some of the trickier dimensions of 

this year’s review (like responding to the money question and 

doing it all virtually) with the advice and tips in Bridging the 

Distance During Virtual Reviews.

2020 may be the year no one planned for, but your annual performance 

and development reviews are absolutely something you can plan for using 

this guide. So, start wrapping up this year in a way that will set you up for a 

productive 2021.

DREADING 
PLANNING YOUR 

YEAR-END 
REVIEWS WITH 

EMPLOYEES

UNCERTAIN 
ABOUT HOW TO 

EVEN BEGIN SUCH 

A CONVERSATION IN 

2020

WONDERING  
HOW TO HOLD 

PEOPLE 

ACCOUNTABLE THIS 

YEAR

CONCERNED 
ABOUT HOW TO 

MAINTAIN MOTIVATION 

GIVEN COUNTLESS 

MISSED GOALS
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PLANNING FOR A PRODUCTIVE 2020 REVIEW 

ROADMAP TO RESULTS

Striking this unique balance with each employee is the key to a 2020 

review that will leave others feeling grounded and clear, yet supported 

and motivated to perform to the best of their abilities in the future. The 

following pages offer a template and advice to help you do that.

Note: Use pages 05-12 as your roadmap. We’ve offered a starting point but add your own 

questions to tailor the conversation and use the space provided  to take notes.

Let’s be honest.

This will likely be the most challenging year-end review of your career. The 

business has struggled. Employees are exhausted and overwhelmed. In 

many environments, people have been separated for months, operating as 

well as they can in isolation. Many of the projects and initiatives that you’d 

hoped to accomplish this year were scuttled early on. 

If you’re like most leaders, you’re grappling with what your response 

should be as you review performance that may in no way reflect goals and 

objectives that were agreed to (what feels like a lifetime ago). The key to 

success will be in finding the balance between grace and accountability.

Grace is about cutting people the 

appropriate and fair amount of slack, 

acknowledging that some things simply 

became impossible to do under the 

extraordinary challenges that presented 

themselves. This is about being human and 

treating employees as human beings too.

Accountability is about ensuring that 

people own their performance, effort, and the 
choices they made. It’s about letting others know 

that despite barriers and setbacks, everyone 

is expected to bring the best they can to the 

workplace. It’s about being fair—but real—about 

what could/should have been accomplished.
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BEGIN BY 
CONNECTING 
ON A HUMAN 
LEVEL

We are all human first. And the past several months have served to bring that 
humanity to the forefront. People have a deep need for connection—now more 

than ever before. You can help to meet that need through your genuine and 

authentic care.

This is an opportunity to check in on your employees and better understand how 

they’ve weathered the challenges, what other pressures are on them, and perhaps 

what additional support they might need. It’s a chance to show that they’re valued 

beyond their work.

The depth with which you can approach this part of the conversation depends 

upon the nature of your relationship. But extend yourself and strengthen the bond. 

And remember that just a few minutes of human connection create an 

environment of greater comfort and receptivity.How are 
you and those 
you care about 
doing… really?

SHARE THE 
AGENDA OR 
FLOW OF THE 
CONVERSATION

Setting expectations about what will happen allows the inevitable nerves to settle 

and helps others focus on, rather than worry about, what’s to come.

How are 
you juggling 

everything in 
life?

How are 
you taking 

care of yourself 
and your 
needs?
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REFLECT UPON 
ORGANIZATIONAL 
PERFORMANCE 
TOGETHER

Given that this year has been such an anomaly, consider flipping the script 
and starting the conversation by jointly reflecting upon the organization’s 
performance.

This unusual start telegraphs that you and the employee will be engaging 

in a different kind of conversation. It creates some context right from 
the start and might offer some interesting perspectives and helpful 
commentary. 

Where 
has the 

organization 
stepped up and 
performed well 
over the past 

year?

What 
makes 

you proud 
of us as an 

organization?

Where have 
we, as an 

organization, 
struggled?
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INVITE THE 
EMPLOYEE TO 
SHARE THEIR 
SUCCESSES

After a rough year filled with disappointments and displacement, it’s more 
important than ever to offer employees an opportunity to spotlight their successes 
and wallow in their wins. 

To make this happen, ensure that they come prepared by asking them to complete  

A Year in Summary: Employee Reflections Worksheet before meeting together.

You’ll be surprised at the motivational boost that employees enjoy from simply 

completing this pre-review assignment.

Which goals 
and objectives 

did you reach?

What went 
particularly well 

for you?

Which 
achievements 

are you most 

proud of?

Make sure to...

• Allow sufficient time to really celebrate what went well.

• Listen carefully and with delight to what’s shared.

• Amplify and reinforce their examples with your own.

• Make sure to recognize effort as well as results.

• Spotlight the skills and talents that enabled their success.
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INVITE THE 
EMPLOYEE TO 
SHARE THEIR 
SUCCESSES 
(CONTINUED)

Where did your 
effort really pay 

off?

What did you 
learn?

How have you 

grown?
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REVIEW 
UNREACHED 
(BUT STILL 
VALID) GOALS

In addition to successes, this year has presented most employees with shortfalls, 

unmet goals, missed expectations, and partially achieved objectives. This is a 

reality that must be acknowledged. But giving employees a pass or writing off this 
extraordinary period of time will undermine accountability and the growth that 

comes with it.

Instead, you and the employee need to explore, process, and fully understand 

where performance or development fell short—always with an eye toward the 

future, learning, agility, and improvement.

How 

did results 

differ from your 
original goals and 

expectations?

What 
strategies did 

you implement/ 

actions did you take 

to make progress 

possible?

Which of 
your strengths 

and talents 
supported what 
you were able to 

achieve?

Which 
impediments 

made goal 

achievement 

impossible? 
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Which 
impediments 

made goal 

achievement more 

challenging?

What have you 
learned?

What will you 
do differently in 

the future?

REVIEW 
UNREACHED 
(BUT STILL 
VALID) GOALS 
(CONTINUED)
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GIVE EQUAL 
TIME TO 
GROWTH AND 
LEARNING

It’s easy for year-end reviews to buy heavily on performance and light on 

development. But this year—even more than others—it’s critical to help employees 
reflect deeply upon how they’ve grown, what new skills and abilities they’ve 
acquired, what they’re more competent and confident at today, and how they can 
leverage that learning in today’s uncertain business landscape. 

Dedicating sufficient time to unpacking what’s been learned is not just instructive; 
it’s inspiring. And it’s the kind of high point on which you want to leave the 

conversation.

What are 
you looking 

forward to learning 

next year and 

beyond?

How have 

your expertise 

and ability to 

contribute 

grown?

What 
are the 

most important 

lessons you’ve 

learned over the 

past year? 

What new 
skills and 

competencies 

have you 

acquired?
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ADDRESS THE 
ADMINISTRATIVE 
NEEDS

Depending upon your organization and its requirements, there may be 
additional business to attend to as you wrap up the review. While complying 
with these processes, make every attempt to not allow these details to 

overshadow the rich conversation and human connection that you and the 

employee have enjoyed.

EXPRESS YOUR 
APPRECIATION 
AND SUPPORT

This year has taken a toll on your organization and everyone in it. You may 
not be able to offer the increases, incentives, or promotions available in the 
past; but genuine appreciation is squarely within your sphere of influence. 

A heartfelt ‘thank you’—perhaps even reinforced in a note the next day—

goes a long way toward helping people feel valued and valuable during these 

trying times.
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A YEAR IN SUMMARY 

EMPLOYEE REFLECTIONS 
WORKSHEET

Although 2020 might not have played out as anyone expected, it is rich 

with accomplishments and growth worth celebrating and exploring. Prior to 

our performance and development review conversation, please take some 

time to reflect on the past year. Use the questions that follow as a starting 

point, but include any information about what you achieved, confronted, 

overcame, and learned.

Please bring this worksheet to our review and be prepared to share your 

highlights from the past year.

Don’t be shy. This is 

no time for modesty. 

Create as expansive a list as 

possible of your contributions. 

Consider your original goals and 

objectives; but look far beyond 

that to capture the many ways 

you’ve made a difference.

What did you 
accomplish 

this year?
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Looking back 

on that list, which 

accomplishments create 

within you the greatest 

sense of pride—and why?

What achievements 
are you most proud 

of?

As you consider your 

accomplishments and 

achievements, also consider 

your impact. Specifically, what 
difference did you make—both 

on a business and human level?

What was the positive effect 
of your achievements on 

others—including coworkers and 

customers? On the department? 

On the organization?
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While considerable time during our 

performance and development review will be 

dedicated to celebrating your contributions 

and growth, we’ll also want to consider the 

goals laid out at the beginning of the year and 

where you encountered challenges. Since 

a backward look can offer rich insights for 

future action, please also spend some time 

considering the following as well:

• Objectives you were unable 

to achieve this year and what 

specifically got in the way;

• Adjustments you made to 

accommodate changing conditions 

and any insights or new best 

practices discovered; and

• What goals or objectives remain 

unfinished and how you’ll go about 

accomplishing them.

Some of the 

most profound 

development we enjoy 

comes from difficulty and 
challenges; and there’s 

been no shortage of either 

this year. How are you more 

knowledgeable and skillful 

today? What lessons have 
you learned that will be 

helpful in the future?

How has the past 

year helped you 

grow?
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BRIDGING THE DISTANCE 
DURING VIRTUAL REVIEWS

Conducting reviews in the face-to-face world can be challenging. But 

this year, you’ll likely be doing some if not all at a distance. Fewer cues. 

Diminished human connection. Technology glitches. 

While it may take more effort virtually, there are still countless things you 

can do to create a positive connection and a memorable experience that 

will leave employees feeling satisfied, engaged, recognized, and motivated 

as a result of this year’s performance and development review.

Since virtual interaction requires a bit more preparation, ensure that all 

necessary documents are distributed well in advance of the meeting. Then, 

during the review, use screen sharing and annotation tools to create the 

feeling of sitting across a desk collaborating on a document.

MAKE SURE THAT YOU BOTH HAVE ACCESS 
TO THE NECESSARY DOCUMENTS.

16
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Mute notifications and eliminate all environmental distractions so you 

can deploy 100% of your attention toward reading and responding to the 

employee’s virtual reactions.

PREPARE TO BE PRESENT AND CURIOUS ENOUGH TO 
RECOGNIZE AND ACT UPON EVERY CUE POSSIBLE.

Imagine the delight when the employee answers the door minutes 

before your meeting to find that you had their favorite food or 

beverage delivered. With services like UberEats, it’s easy to personalize 

the experience and set a positive tone.

ESTABLISH A CELEBRATORY TONE 
EVEN FROM MILES AWAY.

Take the edge off and introduce a delightful surprise by using a silly but 

appropriate filter or border.

ADD SOME FUN.
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The documentation you create will include the key points you’ll want to make, 

but consider creating a summary slide featuring what you think is most 

impressive and important. It might include key achievements, feedback from 

others, pictures, and more. Imagine the pride and engagement this small 

amount of extra effort can foster. 

VISUALIZE YOUR KEY MESSAGES.

Since it can be unnerving for the employee to see you making notes during 

this important event, use a whiteboard or chat window to capture highlights, 

agreements, and/or next steps. This transparency creates greater comfort and 

ensures that you’re on the same page.

MAKE NOTE-TAKING VISIBLE.

Use whatever features your platform might have to humanize the experience. 

Make the image of the other person full-screen and as close to life-size as 

possible. Look directly at the camera when speaking to approximate eye 

contact.

CREATE AS HUMAN A CONNECTION AS 
POSSIBLE DESPITE THE TECHNOLOGY.

18
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MORE THAN MONEY

Compensation is a challenging topic under the best 

of circumstances. And this year, the angst that many 

leaders are feeling as they anticipate such conversations 

is greater than usual.

After all, the devastating business effects of 2020 

may have left you with less to offer in terms of salary 

increases, bonuses, commissions, and other monetary 

forms of recognition. And this year, employees may 

approach the review with greater expectations than in 

the past. Many have worked tirelessly throughout the 

year under less than optimal conditions, having given 

their all—and then some.

Be prepared to be completely candid and transparent 

about what’s possible and what’s not. Employees may be 

disappointed, but they’ll be able to accept the message 

better if they know that you’re telling them the truth and 

being fair.

And don’t forget that money is not the only tool you have 

to express your appreciation, recognize performance, 

and reward others. In fact, research suggests that 

money is not as motivating as many other factors. So, 

consider what you know about each employee and 

identify alternate, budget-neutral ways to reward them. 

Here’s a starting point… that you can add to over time.

Money, while important, is not your 

only—or even the most effective—tool 

to tap employee motivation. Spend 

these recognition strategies freely all 

year long—whether you have year-end 

dollars to distribute or not.

Some Ways to 
Reward and 

Recognize Others

• Actively help others grow 

• Enable the cultivation of new 

passions

• Find opportunities for talents 

to be used in new or different 
ways

• Shift assignments and tasks 

toward employee interests

• Allow them to identify training 

they’d like to attend

• Provide helpful, meaningful 

feedback

• Support career development 

• Offer coaching or mentoring

• Find ways to add more 

meaning to the job

• Ask for advice and input

• Facilitate greater visibility

• Give a day off

• Allow for more flexible work 
hours

• Offer public recognition
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A Word to the Wise

End-of-year reviews offer an 

opportunity to instill in others a 

sense of accomplishment, pride, 

and responsibility. Given the events 

of 2020, a positive word from you 

carries even greater weight with 

employees than usual. So, plan in 

advance to choose your words with 

care. Opt for language that lifts 

spirits and communicates value. 

And there’s no need to be at a loss 

for (positive) words. Here are just 

a few that will elevate the quality 

of the conversation and ensure 

your employees walk away feeling 

empowered and inspired to perform 

in the coming year and beyond.

2020 Review Dos and Don’ts

20

Prepare like never before.
Wait to hold the conversation face-
to-face; do it virtually now.

Be curious and adopt the intention 
to listen and understand.

Treat it as an administrative 

exercise; this is a powerful 

opportunity to connect.

To the greatest extent possible, 

ask, don’t tell. Draw insights out of 

others.

Become defensive if tensions 
emerge.

Allow for silence and reflection.
Speak in generalities. 

Specifics demonstrate attention 
and value.

Personalize the experience. 
One size never did and 

certainly doesn’t now fit all.

Promise to ‘make it up to them’ 

next year.
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In Conclusion

2020 may be the year no one planned for, but your upcoming performance 

and development reviews can offer employees the connection, affirmation, 

reinforcement, insights, and motivation they need to bring closure to this 

year and prepare for the next one. And, as a leader, you absolutely can plan 

for that. 

• Prepare to share, listen, and celebrate this extraordinary year.

• Encourage employees to reflect deeply and come ready to 

celebrate their accomplishments and success.

• Find the unique balance of grace and accountability for each 

individual.

• Mine experiences for the learning and growth they offered.

• Focus on the future.

The time and energy you invest will ensure that this year’s performance 

and development reviews make the most of the hot mess that was 2020, 

and move into 2021 better prepared to take on whatever is ahead.

21
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About Julie

Julie Winkle Giulioni is passionate about ensuring that everyone has the 

opportunity to learn, grow and develop their potential—and works with 

organizations worldwide to make it happen. She’s the co-author of the 

Amazon and Washington Post bestseller, Help Them Grow or Watch Them 

Go: Career Conversations Organizations Need and Employees Want. Julie 

has been identified by Inc. Magazine as one of the Top 100 Leadership 

Speakers. She contributes her thought leadership to The Economist, 

Talent Economy, Leadership Excellence, the Conference Board’s Human 

Capital Exchange and other publications including her blog: https://www.

juliewinklegiulioni.com/blog

For additional resources or to book Julie for a speaking or training 

engagement, visit https://www.juliewinklegiulioni.com
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