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Seeing the logic and readiness to change aren’t the same  
Geraldine Grainger 

 

I am happy to say that aiming for High Performance was a good decision. Profits have improved, pay is 
now linked to performance and John Lewis have ambitious plans to open a number of new stores. 
However it wasn’t a smooth ride, and we learned some lessons along the way. 

Readiness to change 
Seeing the logic and understanding the need for doing things differently doesn’t equal readiness to 
change perception and behaviour, especially in an established culture. 

At the start, I thought that since … 

• it was obvious we needed to manage performance 

• it was logical to move toward High Performance 

• we were being forthright, open and honest – and  

• we were offering people an opportunity to progress their careers and ultimately earn more 

then everyone would agree and be enthusiastic. 

The trouble was, I wanted to move more quickly than some were 
prepared to move, and I hadn’t built the emotional bridges from 
the starting points. 

It was legitimate to point out that some behaviours are helpful and 
some aren’t. It was logical to say that seeing the difference 
between the two would give clarity. But some managers found it 
really difficult. They weren’t used to anyone telling them they’re 
not perfect. We’re a business that employs nice people; what were 
we doing being so unkind? 

In truth, this is a hurdle we will probably always face. The best line managers excel at being kind - and 
honest. But there are plenty of others who are great motivators but need frequent coaching and 
encouragement to tackle poor performance head on. 

When it comes to pay, don’t underestimate the role of quantitative measures 
We’d decided we’d link behaviours to pay bands. Because we thought it right, we scored heavily on 
qualitative measures, and we also thought it would be in line with the culture and welcome. 

Here’s how it worked. The score on behaviours plus the score on performance measures (business 
outcomes) equalled the Partner’s pay band. 

Behaviours Score out of 5 

About Me Max 5 

Team Player Max 5 
Vision and Creativity Max 5 

Passionate Retailer Max 5 

Delivering Results Max 5 

Leading and Developing Max 5 

 Possible 30 

Performance Measures Possible 5 

Maximum Total 35 
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You’ll see that the weighting is heavily on qualitative measures, with financial performance a bare sixth of 
the score. We thought it was right and also right in line with the culture. 

People understood and bought into the reasons for this - that we needed to emphasise the importance of 
behaviour rather than outcomes. But there became an increasingly popular view that someone can be a 
great manager and still not achieve adequate results - and that isn’t good enough. 

You know the old saying that someone who knows about food isn’t necessarily a good cook. So at more 
senior management levels there’s been a move toward changing the balance, giving more weight to 
performance measures to get a better balance with behaviours. For non-managers, it’s remained the 
same as at the outset. 

Remember that the pendulum keeps swinging and nothing stands still 
Drawing on the pay issues, I guess another lesson is that the pendulum keeps 
swinging and nothing stands still - we must resist the temptation to allow it to swing 
too far away from behaviours and focussing on results at the expense of the ‘how’ that 
makes our business so successful. 

And just a note here: Being consistent when measuring attitude and behaviour  
is elusive, yet we need to create ways to be consistent across qualitative  
elements of appraisal. 

Learning to do appraisals takes time and extensive training 
Once our managers understood the reason for the new appraisals, and had agreed to talk about helpful 
and unhelpful behaviours, we sent them off to, well, do it. Predictably, they spent hours at it. Some people 
spent eight hours doing each appraisal. It was, after all, a big responsibility and it is a feature of John 
Lewis culture that we are conscientious, thorough and fair. 

We’re now working at improving the way appraisals are conducted with the target of a maximum of 2 
hours being spent on the discussion. The real key to success, though, is in Personal Development Plans 
being used for developmental discussions all year round - that way the appraisal is just an opportunity 
formally to record all that’s been discussed on other occasions. Not everyone likes using PDPs, but no 
one questions their usefulness, particularly for those climbing the career ladder. 

Keep in mind that culture influences even the most passionate internal change manager 
 

 

Before setting out to be a High Performance Organisation, we weren’t in the habit of being objective, 
clear, and precise about what we expected from Partners. So when we set out to use behaviours and key 
results as the basis for setting pay, we soon realised quite how much preparation each step would 
require. 

It took a massive amount of very clear communication - and then a lot of support to ensure it was 
understood and implemented fairly and correctly. 
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Try not to let the challenges of including attitude and behaviour in appraisals discourage  
or dissuade you 

Once you attach scores to something as subjective as behaviour, no 
matter how objective you try to make it, it is emotive and there will always 
be some disgruntled people. But it’s still the right thing to do.  

Measuring attitude and behaviour isn’t a science and there are no absolute 
criteria. You will have challenges on appraisals, and in our case appraisers 
suffer worry and stress, unsure how to know they’re dealing fairly and 
being dealt with fairly. It is easier simply to use quantitative measures; but 
ultimately, in isolation it won’t produce results. So stick with the challenges 
and keep working on them. 

 

The best route to high performance is investing in employees, but you must prize the right 
behaviours 
 

 

Investing in employees inevitably returns good customer service and that will lead to optimal profit. That’s 
established; it’s a truism. Yet that in turn depends on prizing the attitudes and behaviours right for your 
business. It is essential to identify the attitudes and behaviours right for your business, and only then will 
you get the right results. 

 

 


