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Strengths Performance Reviews

Evaluating people’s job performance based on their strengths gives employees the 
opportunity to celebrate their accomplishments and explore opportunities for future 
success to lift their engagement and productivity.

Why do strengths-based performance reviews make a difference?
Most employees dread their performance review conversations. In theory, 
this process should provide a balanced assessment of employees’ strengths 
and weaknesses. In practice though, far too many performance reviews end 
up focusing almost exclusively on the areas employees need to fix, causing 
employees to feel stressed and anxious.

The problem with this approach is that overcoming a weakness requires them to 
literally rewire their brain, needing substantially more practice and effort to enhance 
poor neural connections. On the other hand, developing strengths builds on neural 
pathways that are already dominant in the person’s brain.

Best of all, reviewing someone’s strengths also allows them to feel safe – rather 
than threatened – within a performance conversation making the employee more 
open and receptive to hearing what you have to say about their work.

How can you prepare to give a strengths-based review?
Evolution hard wired us with a negativity bias to ensure our survival by quickly 
making judgments about our experiences as “good” or “bad” and urging us to act. 
This is how we survived the likes of sabre tooth tigers and ensured the future of the 
human race. Unfortunately this bias makes us very quick to judge others and to be 
natural experts at spotting the things that are “bad”. We’re fluent in all the things 
we don’t like about others, but it often takes us a second glance (or more) to see 
their strengths.
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A strengths-based review requires us to deliberately look for what’s going well for 
the employee and to park our negativity bias to one side. Never ignore the things 
that aren’t working, but try to find even the smallest grain of success that can be 
built upon by the employee.

This doesn’t mean weaknesses can’t be addressed, but it’s worth being clear 
about the intention of the performance review and how you want an employee to 
feel and act when this conversation is finished to determine how much focus you 
want to place on what they’re doing wrong.

Preparing an employee for a strengths-based review?
Learning to master their strengths is a journey each employee takes towards 
realizing their potential. A strengths-based performance review should be 
positioned along the following intentions:
• Your performance review should help us determine not just how you’re doing 

but what should come next. So it’s important that we’re honest with each other 
about where your potential lies and how you’re currently doing so that we can 
get the right match.

• We want to celebrate all the ways you’ve applied your strengths to help meet 
the team’s objectives. But, as important as everything you’ve delivered this year, 
we also want to hear about how you’ve been building upon your strengths to 
make your future performance even better and how you feel this is progressing. 
You can help employees prepare for a strengths-based review by asking them 
to complete the following questions, either prior to your conversation or as part 
of your discussion:

• Based on the goals we set for your role this year, tell me about your three 
greatest achievements. What makes these particular achievements stand out 
for you? How did you use your strengths to make each one happen? How did 
you feel during each of these experiences? How did these achievements benefit 
our customers, our team and our business?

2.1.



strengths tools

www.michellemcquaid.com chellemcquaid

Strengths Performance Reviews

• Based on the goals we set for your role this year, tell me about the three things 
you wish you’d done differently to use your strengths more successfully. What 
have you learned from these experiences? Is there any support you need to 
improve the use of these strengths going forward?

• If you could apply these learning and applications of your strengths more 
consistently in the year ahead, what would you achieve at work? How do you 
feel about these opportunities? What do you need to make them a reality? How 
would they benefit our customers, our team and our business? How would they 
benefit your career? 

Most importantly, be sure to use this conversation as a chance to express your 
appreciation for their efforts. Even if the outcomes haven’t been delivered as 
desired, try to find genuine examples of real effort you can say thank you for.
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