
 

Performance Management: 
Turning Year-End Reviews into Better Business Performance 

 
Performance management continues to feature at the top of the list of HR priorities in Adare’s biannual 
HR Barometer Pulse Series. The latest edition found that performance management was the top 
priority for 22.5% of Organisations surveyed. With more than a fifth of Organisations prioritising 
performance management, it seems clear that many existing frameworks are falling short. 
 
For small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), performance management can sometimes feel like 
another task on an already lengthy to-do list. With limited time and competing business priorities, 
formal appraisals may not always make it to the top of the agenda. 
 
However, effective performance management does not need to be complicated, time-consuming or 
expensive. When approached practically, it can help business owners improve performance, develop 
Employees, address challenges early and build a more engaged workforce. 
 
As the year draws to a close, now is a good time for SMEs to reflect on whether their current approach 
is delivering real value to both the business and its people. 
 
Start with Fairness, Clarity and Consistency 
Whether an Organisation has five employees or fifty, fairness and consistency are essential. 
Employees should understand what is expected of them, how their performance will be assessed and 
what support is available to help them succeed. 
 
In smaller businesses, performance discussions often happen informally. While this flexibility can be 
an advantage, relying entirely on ad hoc conversations can lead to inconsistent expectations, 
misunderstandings or perceptions of favouritism. 
 
A straightforward framework can provide structure without creating unnecessary administration. 
 
SME owners should consider:  

• establishing clear, realistic objectives  
• communicating assessment criteria in advance, and  
• keeping brief, factual records of feedback, agreed actions and outcomes.  

 
Employees should have a reasonable opportunity to respond to concerns and improve their 
performance, with appropriate guidance and support. 
 
Fairness is not simply good HR practice; it also helps reduce the risk of Employee relations issues and 
employment disputes.  
 
The aim is not to introduce unnecessary bureaucracy, but to ensure that decisions are reasonable, 
evidence-based and capable of being explained. 
 
Move Beyond the Annual Appraisal 
For many SMEs, the annual performance review can become a once-a-year conversation about 
achievements, shortcomings and targets for the coming year. While year-end reviews have their place, 
they are most effective when supported by regular communication. 
 
A more effective approach combines an annual review with brief, regular check-ins. These might take 
just 15–20 minutes each month or quarter, depending on the role and the needs of the business. 
 



 

Managers can use these conversations to discuss progress, identify obstacles, recognise 
achievements and agree on priorities. They also provide an opportunity to identify training needs or 
additional support before issues escalate. 
 
This approach reinforces the message that performance management is an ongoing conversation 
rather than an annual judgment. 
 
Connect Individual Performance to Business Goals 
In a small business, every role can have a significant impact on overall performance. Connecting 
individual objectives to wider business priorities helps Employees understand how their work 
contributes to the Organisation's success. 
 
For example, a growing Irish SME may be focused on improving customer retention, increasing sales 
or reducing operational costs. These priorities can be translated into meaningful objectives for 
individual Employees and teams. 
 
Performance management should also aim to consider not only what an Employee achieves, but 
likewise how they achieve it. Collaboration, reliability, customer focus and behaviours that reflect 
organisational values can be just as important as numerical results. 
 
Make Performance Reviews an Opportunity for Development 
For SMEs competing to attract and retain skilled Employees, development opportunities can be an 
important part of the Employee experience. Not every business can offer extensive promotion 
pathways or large training budgets, but every business can help Employees build their skills. 
 
Performance conversations provide an opportunity to identify strengths, explore career interests and 
agree on realistic development actions. These might include on-the-job training, taking responsibility 
for a new project, attending a relevant course or developing supervisory skills. 
 
Development plans do not need to be lengthy documents. One or two specific actions, with an agreed 
timeframe and follow-up discussion, can make meaningful progress. 
These conversations can also highlight skills gaps that may affect future business needs. Linking 
performance management with learning and development helps SMEs make better use of existing 
talent while supporting Employee motivation and retention. 
 
Equip Managers to Have Better Conversations 
In many SMEs, performance management sits with the business owner or a line manager who may 
have limited experience of managing people. Without guidance, feedback can become too vague, 
overly critical or focused on isolated incidents rather than specific outcomes. 
 
A little preparation can make a significant difference. Managers should review objectives, identify 
examples of achievements and areas for improvement, and consider what support may be needed. 
 
Employees should also have an opportunity to share their perspective. Where performance concerns 
are serious or persistent, managers should seek appropriate HR advice and follow a fair, documented 
process. 
 
Communicate Clearly and Plan Ahead 
Uncertainty about performance reviews can create unnecessary anxiety. Before year-end reviews 
begin, explain their purpose, the criteria being used, how Employees can prepare and how the 
outcomes will inform future objectives and development. 
 
If reviews are linked to pay increases, bonuses or other employment decisions, communicate the 
relevant criteria clearly and avoid creating expectations that the Organisation cannot guarantee. 



 

Year-end reviews should also look forward. Discussions can identify recurring skills gaps, operational 
obstacles and priorities for the next three to six months. Managers should agree on practical actions 
and establish when progress will be reviewed. 
 
From Annual Obligation to Business Advantage 
For SMEs, effective performance management is not about introducing corporate processes for the 
sake of it. It is about creating clarity, improving communication and helping people perform at their 
best. 
 
A practical framework can help business owners address issues earlier, recognise valuable 
contributions, develop existing talent and align individual efforts with business objectives. 
As the year draws to a close, consider whether your current approach is helping your people and your 
business move forward. Sometimes, the most effective starting point is a simple one: a meaningful 
conversation, clear objectives and an agreed plan for improvement. 
 
With the right approach, performance management can become more than a year-end task. It can be 
a practical tool for building a stronger team and a more successful business. 
 
 

To support development of new or revised Performance Management frameworks, upskilling 
Managers, and setting out a framework for success, please contact our team of experts in 

Adare HRM who can advise and guide your Strategic HR interventions. 
Contact Details: Phone  021 486 1420 or email info@adarehrm.ie 


