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C U R E S F O R S 

Even the most m u n d a n e em-
ployee problem can turn into a 
real h e a d a c h e for a supervi-

so r—espec ia l ly an i n e x p e r i e n c e d 
supervisor. 

Excessive employee absenteeism 
is one such headache. And the prob-
lem is compl ica ted w h e n the em-
ployee in question is a top performer 
in many other respects. How do you 
cure excess ive absen tee i sm in an 
employee you'd rather not fire? 

In the first article, authors Cynthia 
Thompson, Richard Kopelman, and 
J o s e p h Siano p r o p o s e a r e m e d y . 
They present a case study of a large 
public transportation agency, focus-
ing on two high-performing employ-
ees with high absenteeism rates. The 
story is t rue, but the names have 
been changed. 

The second article looks at another 
h e a d a c h e for n e w supe rv i so r s— 
appraising employee performance. 
Robert Cyr describes a basic, seven-
step process for writ ing insightful, 
he lpful comments on per formance 
appraisal sheets, and then goes on to 
describe a process for training super-
visors to use the seven steps. 

I 
"Buddying Up" for Fewer 
Sick Days 

A f te r on ly a f ew yea r s of 
/ \ employment at South Eastern 

. j L A - R a p i d Transi t Agency, or 
SERTA. Bob Farley had worked his 
way up f rom m e s s e n g e r to "whiz 
kid" computer programmer. In the 
eyes of his boss. Carla Martinez, Bob 
was a valuable contributor, someone 
who could make complicated com-
pute r p rograms user- f r iendly . His 
k n o w l e d g e of compute r ha rdware 
and software was self-taught, making 
his a c h i e v e m e n t s all the m o r e 
impressive. 
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Bob was congenial and well-liked 
by his co-workers, but showing up 
for work consistently was not one of 
his virtues. His propensity to party 
on the w e e k e n d s — a l o n g with his 
family responsibil i t ies—meant that 
he often missed work on Mondays— 
and other days. 

A wordprocessor in Carla's depart-
ment, Jane Waterman, was also an 
excellent employee except for many-
absences. A proficient typist, she was 
the resident expert on the agency's 
wordprocessing system. A single par-
ent , J a n e repor ted ly missed work 
of ten to care for her two children 
w h e n they were sick. But her co-
w o r k e r s in t ima ted that J a n e ' s 
absences may have been partly due 
to her staying up late and socializing 
on work nights. 
Analyzing the problem. T w o f a c t o r s 

might explain Bob's and Jane's high 
absenteeism rates. First, because of 
d i s sa t i s fac t ion wi th the i r jobs or 
some facet of their jobs (such as pay 
or co-workers), the employees may-
have been using absentee ism as a 

Here are some swprisingly 

simple remedies for two 

supervisory headaches— 

employee absences and 

performance reviews. 
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temporary escape. Second, personal 
interests or family responsibi l i t ies 
may have been taking p recedence 
over Bob's and Jane's jobs. 

Whatever the reasons, it was clear 
tha t Bob a n d J a n e w e r e v a l u e d 
employees . Firing them would not 
have been the best solution. 

Many organizat ions have imple-
mented punishment-based absence-
control systems. Many of those sys-
t ems h a v e b e e n ine f f ec t ive . For 
example, one firm's new disciplinary 
system required a physician 's note 
for each absence; supervisors issued 
a series of oral and written warnings 
for excessive absences . Under the 
n e w system, absen tee i sm actually 
went up. Total time out of the office 
increased as short , u n d o c u m e n t e d 
absences expanded into longer, doc-
umented absences. 

Unfortunately for supervisor Carla 
Martinez, the discipline-oriented sys-
tem at SERTA was also ineffective in 
controlling absenteeism. Employees 
w e r e not pa id for days on wh ich 
they were absent, but their managers 
ra re ly i s sued fo rmal r e p r i m a n d s ; 
when they did, the reprimands were 
likely to be ineffective. 

SERTA's leave pol icy permi t ted 

five one-day absences without a doc-
tor's note, and up to 12 days with a 
d o c t o r ' s no te . Af ter six days of 
u n d o c u m e n t e d sick leave , an 
employee was designated "habitually 
sick." Each subsequent period of sick 
leave had to be accompanied by a 
doctor's note. 

SERTA imposed no direct penal-
ties for excess ive a b s e n t e e i s m or 
unscheduled leave, though the com-
pany did warn employees that they 
could be brought up on charges or 
b locked from promot ion . Because 
the company rarely imposed those 
penalties, managers tended to be lax 
a b o u t a b s e n c e s . A m a n a g e r w h o 
tried to follow the policy could be 
accused of selective enforcement— 
discrimination. 
An "absence culture." D e s p i t e a 
g rea t dea l of r e s e a r c h on a b s e n -
teeism in the last 30 years, no major 
breakthroughs have occurred in pre-
dicting, understanding, and control-
ling it. Some researchers attribute the 
lack of progress to a focus on the 
indiv idual ra the r than the g r o u p . 
They say that cost-effective solutions 
to the p rob l em are unl ikely to be 
f o u n d as long as HR pract i t ioners 
focus on individual employees. 

In "The Meaning of Absence: New 
Strategies for Theory and Research," 
Gary Johns and Nigel Nicholson argue 
that "absence cultures" within organi-
zations influence group norms—and 
ultimately affect the absence rates of 
individual e m p l o y e e s . (The s tudy 
a p p e a r e d in 1982 in Research in 
Organ izational Behavior.) 

An absence culture evidently was 
operat ing at SERTA. Bob and Jane 
had plenty of non-work-related rea-
sons for missing work, but a strong 
a t t e n d a n c e no rm at SERTA might 
have o v e r c o m e those reasons . To 
help develop such a culture, SERTA 
implemented a system of peer sup-
port, combined with goal-setting and 
objective feedback. 

Peer s u p p o r t can be h e l p f u l 
because it can provide reassurance 
and affirmation, contributing to self-
esteem. It can also enhance effective-
ness by providing a source of con-
crete advice and help with problem 
solving. In fact, theor ies of social 
facilitation suggest diat even the mere 
presence of others can set the stage 
for positive behavioral changes, as 
the target employee modifies his or 
her ac t ions in an effor t to gain or 
maintain social approval. 
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The Intervention. T h e c o m p a n y 
pa i red up J a n e and Bob and told 
them to call one ano ther at h o m e 
whenever they were inclined to take 
an unscheduled day off. 

For example , if J ane wan ted to 
take a sick day, she would call Bob 
first . He w o u l d ask her w h y she 
wanted to stay home and would try 
to convince her to come to work. If 
he could not persuade her to come 
to work for a full day, he would try 
to convince her to come in for part 
of the day. Likewise, Bob would call 
Jane on days when he had decided 
to stay home. 

Jane and Bob agreed to a goal of 
one month 's perfect at tendance for 
both of them. 

Before and during the interven-
tion, Carla, as their supervisor, would 
provide Jane and Bob with objective 
feedback about their absences. 

It is important to note that there 
were no changes in job assignments 
or work ing cond i t ions dur ing the 
course of the study. The company 
did not promise the two employees 

any reward for reducing their absen-
teeism. And before the intervention 
started, Carla assured Bob and Jane 
that the results of the study would 
not be used aga ins t them in any 
way. 
Results. Resea rche r s m o n i t o r e d 
Jane ' s and Bob's unschedu l ed ab-
sences before, during, and after the 
16-week intervention. Unscheduled 
absenteeism decreased substantially. 

In the two years before the inter-
vention, unscheduled absenteeism 
averaged 12 percent of Jane 's total 
available work hours and 13-4 per-
cent of Bob's. During the interven-
tion, a b s e n t e e i s m d r o p p e d to 2.5 
percent for Jane (a dramatic 80 per-
cent decrease) and 10.3 percent for 
Bob (a 23 pe rcen t d e c r e a s e ) . On 
ave rage , a b s e n t e e i s m for bo th 
employees fell from 12.7 percent to 
6.4 percent, a decline of roughly 50 
percent. 

After 16 weeks , J ane told Carla 
that she'd had enough peer support 
from Bob and wanted the interven-
tion stopped. Not surprisingly, when 

the formal feedback and peer sup-
port s t opped , J ane ' s a b s e n t e e i s m 
inc reased to 11.3 pe rcen t—st i l l 
below the 12 percent pre-interven-
tion figure, but well above the 2.5 
pe rcen t she a v e r a g e d du r ing the 
experiment. But Bob's absenteeism 
actually decreased further after the 
experiment ended, from 6.4 percent 
during the intervention to 5.8 per-
cent afterward. 

Overall, the two employees' aver-
age absenteeism rose to 8.5 percent 
after the intervention was discontin-
u e d . That f igure r e p r e s e n t s an 
increase of about 25 percent over the 
average rate during the experiment, 
but it is well below the pre-interven-
tion figure of 12.7 percent. 

The results of the study support 
the ef fec t iveness of pee r suppor t , 
feedback, and goal-setting as a use-
ful and cos t - e f f ec t ive m e a n s of 
reducing absenteeism. 

Why did the intervention work? 
Interviews with Jane and Bob sug-
gested that they liked communicating 
with a peer better than dealing with 
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t h e i r b o s s . T h e y s a i d t h e y c o u l d 
s p e a k m o r e f r ee ly a n d sa fe ly wi th 
e a c h o ther , and that they felt m o r e 
c o m p e l l e d t o b e t r u t h f u l w h e n 
s p e a k i n g t o a p e e r r a t h e r t h a n a 
s u p e r v i s o r . T h e y sa id t h e y c o u l d 
conf ide in each other about their real 
r e a s o n s f o r n o t w a n t i n g t o g o to 
work, and help each other find ways 
to overcome the desire to stay away. 

P e e r s u p p o r t s e e m e d to be t h e 
most important part of the interven-
t ion , bu t the f e e d b a c k a b o u t p r io r 
and current absenteeism rates had an 
effect as well. 

Car la h a d a s s u m e d t h a t h e r 
e m p l o y e e s k n e w h o w m u c h t i m e 
they were taking off. Her assumption 
w a s w r o n g . J a n e a n d B o b m i g h t 
have had the feel ing that they were 
taking "too much" time, but they had 
n o idea h o w much . Both w e r e sur-
pr ised to learn h o w of ten they had 
a c t u a l l y b e e n a b s e n t in r e c e n t 
y e a r s — a n d h o w m u c h t h e y h a d 
been losing in wages. 

Some exper ts r e c o m m e n d similar 
in tervent ions in which an emp loyee 
with a record of high absenteeism is 
p a i r e d w i th a pos i t i ve ro le m o d e l . 
SERTA chose instead to pair the two 
e m p l o y e e s wi th the wor s t a b s e n c e 
r e c o r d s in t h e d e p a r t m e n t . A p ro -
gram like SERTA's makes it possible 
for manager s to set u p peer-suppor t 
pairs for all willing e m p l o y e e s w h o 
n e e d t h e m , r a t h e r t h a n h a v i n g to 
p e r s u a d e role m o d e l s to work with 
problem employees. 

— Cynthia A. Thompson, Richard E. 
Kopelmati, and Joseph N. Siano 

Baruch College 
City University of New York 

17 Lexington Avenue 
New York, NY 10010 

Seven Steps to Better 
Performance Appraisals 

Ap p r a i s i n g e m p l o y e e p e r f o r -
mance is o n e of the most dif-
ficult aspects of m a n y super -

v i s o r s ' j o b s . It m a y b e e a s y to 
characterize an employee ' s work in a 
p a r t i c u l a r a r e a as " e x c e l l e n t " o r 
" a v e r a g e . " But it 's o f t e n h a r d e r to 
expla in w h y — a n d to d o it in a way 
tha t h e l p s the e m p l o y e e to u n d e r -
s tand the rat ing and to i m p r o v e his 
or her work. 

A superv isor ' s wri t ten c o m m e n t s 
on an appraisal should reflect a thor-
ough , clear, and precise analysis of 
the reasons behind job-performance 
s t r e n g t h s a n d w e a k n e s s e s . G e n e r -
alizations can result in a review that 
takes individual w e a k n e s s e s out of 
con tex t and o v e r e m p h a s i z e s them. 
A m b i g u o u s w o r d i n g c a n l e a d t o 
i n a c c u r a t e and i n c o m p l e t e d i scus -
s ions of the ex ten t of p o o r pe r fo r -
mance , the reasons beh ind it, or its 
effects. 

T r a i n e r s c a n h e l p s u p e r v i s o r s 
increase the accuracy and effective-
ness of p e r f o r m a n c e a p p r a i s a l s by 
teaching them a seven-s tep process 
for preparing written comments: 
I Select the job activity. 
» Indicate the degree. 
I Describe the conditions. 
» Suggest an influential factor. 
t Give an example. 
» Point out trends. 
t Show positive consequences . 

Fol lowing all s even s teps shou ld 
result in a description of 5 to 10 sen-
t e n c e s tha t jus t i f ies a s u p e r v i s o r ' s 
evaluation of the specific job area or 
activity. 

It is n o t a l w a y s n e c e s s a r y t o 
r e spond to each area of the per for -
mance appraisa l wi th lengthy com-
ments containing all seven steps. But 
app ra i s e r s shou ld k e e p them all in 
m i n d wh i l e wr i t ing appra i sa l com-
ments, and should refer to the steps 
and p r o v i d e e x a m p l e s to i l lustrate 
them where appropriate. 
Select the job activity. A job activity 
is a specific, observable responsibil-
ity or t a sk . It is an e l e m e n t of an 
overall per formance process. 

Comments are more useful if they 
f o c u s o n spec i f i c c o m p o n e n t s of a 
work process. For example, an eval-
uat ion of the genera l area of "plan-
ning" is b o u n d to be ove r -gene ra l -
izecl a n d m i s l e a d i n g . Such a l a rge 
area of responsibility would necessi-
tate a broad overview—-too broad to 
b e usefu l to the e m p l o y e e . A m o r e 
helpful appraisal wou ld look instead 
at the var ie ty of s t eps and spec i f i c 
act ivi t ies that go in to t h e p l a n n i n g 
process. 

For e x a m p l e , a supe rv i so r might 
c o m m e n t on details such as design-
ing. preparing, anticipating, research-
ing, arranging, evaluating, determin-
ing, and p r o p o s i n g . The superv i so r 

w h o focuses on such p rocess com-
ponents rather than the process as a 
who le would be better able to iden-
tify prec ise ly the re la t ive s t r eng ths 
and w e a k n e s s e s of the e m p l o y e e ' s 
pe r formance of the various activities 
involved in planning. 
Indicate the degree. T h e d e g r e e is 
t h e e x t e n t , a m o u n t , r a t e , o r f r e -
quency of the activity on which the 
e m p l o y e e is b e i n g e v a l u a t e d . 
E x a m p l e s of p h r a s e s i n d i c a t i n g 
d e g r e e i n c l u d e " e v e r y w e e k , " 
"never , " "o f ten , " " twice," "to s o m e 
ex t en t , " " m o d e r a t e l y , " a n d "at t h e 
expected level." 

Being spec i f i c by ind ica t ing the 
degree to which a project, activity, or 
t a s k is p e r f o r m e d is e s s e n t i a l t o 
defusing the employee defensiveness 
that may be inherent in the appraisal 
p r o c e s s . E m p l o y e e s a r e l i ke ly t o 
interpret over-genera l iza t ions a b o u t 
degree as inaccurate, insensitive, and 
unfair. 
Describe the conditions. Descr ibing 
the particular condi t ions of job per-
f o r m a n c e indica tes w h e n or w h e r e 
the observed job p e r f o r m a n c e hap-
pens, with w h o m it happens , u n d e r 
wha t c i rcumstances , at w h a t s tage, 
and during what type of activity. 

Again, specificity in this area helps 
s tem d e f e n s i v e n e s s a n d clar i fy t h e 
job p e r f o r m a n c e u n d e r d i scuss ion . 
T h e s u g g e s t i o n tha t a n e m p l o y e e 
" n e e d s i m p r o v e m e n t in o r g a n i z a -
t i o n a l sk i l l s " i m p l i e s a n e e d f o r 
change that is b road and all-encom-
pass ing . T h e c o m m e n t , "More ca re 
must be taken in planning and orga-
nizing the initial s tage of research," 
clears the way for rational discussion 
abou t h o w to improve the re levant 
p r o c e d u r e s and t echn iques . Such a 
focus fosters a discussion of process, 
not personality. 
Suggest an influential factor. An 
influential factor may be another job 
activity or a n o t h e r s tage of a w o r k 
p r o c e s s tha t a f f ec t s t h e act ivi ty or 
task u n d e r d iscuss ion . Such fac tors 
also include previous experience, job 
knowledge, and external conditions. 

An example of the kind of word -
ing that might be used in this part of 
the per formance appraisal: "because 
of a high or low level of preparation 
(or concent ra t ion , exper ience , care, 
monitoring, review, or follow-up)... ." 

Superv i sors mus t th ink ca re fu l ly 
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abou t the cause-and-ef fec t relation-
ships among performance factors. An 
effective appraisal avoids inaccurate 
inferences and false conclusions con-
cerning the factors that might influ-
ence job performance. 

Establishing connect ions be tween 
a job process and related factors can 
lead to better job understanding and 
b e t t e r t a s k - a n a l y s i s sk i l l s f o r t h e 
employee. 
Give an example. An e x a m p l e is a 
representative instance of a situation 
that involves the activity on w h i c h 
the employee is being rated. 

T h e key w o r d s h e r e are ' r e p r e -
sen ta t ive ins tance ." T h e supe rv i so r 
mus t b e carefu l in c h o o s i n g e x a m -
ples to refer to in the appraisal. If the 
supervisor points out the one failure, 
a f luke , or an uncha rac t e r i s t i c act , 
the e m p l o y e e will see the appraisal 
as (at the least) p i cayune or (at the 
most) grossly unfair. 

Recal l ing such ins t ances will b e 
eas ier if the superv i sor has t racked 
j o b p e r f o r m a n c e s i n c e t h e las t 
appraisal. Document ing performance 
h e l p s the supe rv i so r recall posi t ive 
and negative instances of job perfor-
mance throughout the rating period. 

By the way, it is best to avoid the 
traditional terminology, "incident file," 
which carries negative connotations. 
Point out trends. Performance trends 
i n d i c a t e i m p r o v e m e n t , dec l i ne , or 
maintenance of job perfonnance levels. 

T r e n d s m a y b e i n c r e a s e s o r 
decreases in output, errors, the num-
b e r of p r o j e c t s c o m p l e t e d , o r t h e 
c o m p l e x i t y of j o b a s s i g n m e n t s . 
C h a n g e s are e x p r e s s e d in t e rms of 
time, and frequently begin with such 
phrases as these: "recently..." "during 
the last three months . . ." "since your 
promotion.. ." "during the past year..." 
"since your last appraisal..." 

Iden t i fy ing t r e n d s is critical to a 
focus on e m p l o y e e d e v e l o p m e n t as 
an o n g o i n g p r o c e s s . An e m p l o y e e 
should be aware of a trend that indi-
cates a d o w n t u r n ; the p e r f o r m a n c e 
appraisal should include an appropri-
ate goal for improvement . Likewise, 
t r e n d s tha t i n d i c a t e i m p r o v e m e n t 
merit documentation and recognition. 
Show consequences. Consequences 
a r e t h e s h o r t - t e r m a n d l o n g - t e r m 
effects of o n e factor or job activity. 
Those c o n s e q u e n c e s may in f luence 
a n o t h e r j o b a c t i v i t y o r a f f e c t t h e 

q u a l i t y o r q u a n t i t y of s o m e b o d y 
else's work. 

E x a m p l e s of t y p i c a l w o r d i n g 
include "Because you p lanned care-
f u l l y , t e a m o u t p u t as a w h o l e 
i nc reased , " or "As a resul t of y o u r 
overall a t tent ion to client concerns , 
the customer increased its orders," or 
"Due to the extra hours you put into 
this assignment, the depar tment was 
ab l e to c o m p l e t e its sec t ion of the 
annual report ahead of schedule." 

Pointing out consequences broad-
ens the perspect ive of a job perfor-
m a n c e a n a l y s i s . It h e l p s t h e 
e m p l o y e e to see his or her work in 
terms of its effect on others—and in 
terms of its effects on organizational 

success. 
Training for the seven-step process. 
Instructing m a n a g e r s in the p rocess 
b e g i n s w i t h a b r i e f e x p l a n a t i o n 
of each of the seven points. Trainers 

B E C A R E F U L I N 

C H O O S I N G E X A M P L E S 

T O R E F E R T O I N A N 

A P P R A I S A L 

m a y w a n t t o u s e a h a n d o u t t ha t 
includes the following elements: 
» the title of each step in the process 
I a clear, concise definition of each 
step 
» examples of typical word ing that 
c o u l d b e u s e d in p e r f o r m a n c e 
appraisals. 

To h e l p c la r i fy t h e s e v e n s t e p s 
and p inpo in t their re levance , class-
r o o m discuss ion shou ld cite e x a m -
ples of job performance and wording 
d r a w n f r o m the s u p e r v i s o r s ' w o r k 
e n v i r o n m e n t . Us ing a f l i pcha r t or 
wh i t e board , the session leader can 
select an e x a m p l e of a specif ic job 
activity and "build" an appraisal of a 
hypothetical employee 's performance 
of it, through the seven steps of the 
process. 

Training should include a practice 
exercise that provides t ra inees with 
an opportunity to use the seven-step 
f o r m u l a to d e v e l o p s a m p l e pe r fo r -
mance appraisal wording. 

The instructor should separate the 

c lass in to g r o u p s of t h r e e o r f o u r 
trainees. The group should agree on a 
fictitious employee who works in a job 
category within a depar tment at the 
company. Participants develop an idea 
of h o w well the e m p l o y e e is do ing 
overall , and of h o w long h e or she 
been in the current job ass ignment 
with the company. 

Next, the class will have lo iden-
t i fy a s p e c i f i c a r ea of job p e r f o r -
m a n c e to be a p p r a i s e d . T h e ca te -
go r i e s i n c l u d e d on t h e c o m p a n y ' s 
p e r f o r m a n c e a p p r a i s a l f o r m s c a n 
provide guidel ines for this decision. 
For example , t ra inees could look at 
the overall quality of the employee 's 
w o r k , the quan t i ty of the work , or 
the employee ' s writ ing skills, effec-
t iveness with clients, p rob lem solv-
ing skills, or te lephone skills. 

Next , p a r t i c i p a n t s s h o u l d a g r e e 
o n an o v e r a l l p e r f o r m a n c e l eve l 
( s u c h as s u p e r i o r , a b o v e a v e r a g e , 
average , or b e l o w average) for the 
e m p l o y e e in the c a t e g o r y that has 
been chosen. 

T h e s e s s ion l e a d e r s h o u l d t h e n 
allow 30 to 45 minutes for trainees to 
go through the seven-step process— 
selecting a representative job activity, 
indicating the degree, describing the 
conditions, and so forth. 

Trainees will develop three to five 
sentences that describe the job perfor-
m a n c e and expla in the justification 
for the ra t ing . Each g r o u p s h o u l d 
select a participant to transcribe the 
sentences on to flipchart sheets . The 
g r o u p should discuss the quality of 
the appraisal comments and identify 
areas for possible improvement. 

The mos t i m p o r t a n t o u t c o m e of 
using the seven-step formula is a series 
of wr i t t en c o m m e n t s that precise ly 
describe job performance in terms of 
specifically observed processes. This 
kind of carefully worded analysis lends 
itself to frank and objective discussion. 
As a result, an employee's understand-
ing of his or her own job performance 
is likely to increase. 

— Robert Cyr 
manager of training and development 

Underwriters Laboratories 
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