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Work Reviews 
Cornerstone of High Performance Teams 

Excerpted from Change-ABLE Organization 
by John G. Mathers & Bill Daniels 

The use of Performance Plans in meetings leads to a discussion of the next artifact of the 
Change-ABLE organization: Work Reviews. This artifact or discipline is at the very heart of the 
culture. It activates all information flowing through the organization’s hierarchy of Linked 
Teams. Nothing makes the Change-ABLE organization more unique than its Work Reviews. 

The first, and most essential, element of the Work Review discipline is its linkage to 
Performance Plans. The team leader’s plan is always seen as the team’s plan. The first 
comparison made by each Work Review is between the team members’ performances and the 
expected, integrated results of the team. This comparison is critical, as it not only keeps the team 
focused on key results, it also reinforces interdependence and alignment. 

Each member of the team has a Performance Plan that has been aligned to support the 
achievement of the leader’s Plan. In the Work Review, each member of the team reports against 
the expectations of his or her own Performance Plan. Some times the agenda will follow the 
expectations in the Leader’s Plan: the leader puts up one of his or her objectives and all the 
members take turns reporting the related parts of their own plans. Where this agenda order is 
followed, the last part of the meeting looks at the other purposes that members of the team are 
serving beyond those of the immediate team.  

It is important the team briefly review each member’s entire Performance Plan to understand the 
context of priorities in which each member is working. In this way, many unforeseen conflicts or 
duplications of effort get identified and corrected. Looking at everyone’s entire plan encourages 
linkage roles, and keeps each team conscious of how its work integrates with the work of other 
teams. This is how the Change-ABLE organization maintains precision and speed of 
performance. 

The comparison between planned and actual performance ensures the vitality of the Work 
Review. It allows every member of the group to evaluate performance. A team member must 
have not only a valid record of what is happening, but also a good understanding of what is 
supposed to happen to effectively evaluate performance. No judgment can be made unless this 
comparison is possible; without the ability to judge, the team members are powerless.  

Work Reviews usually degenerate into mere activity reports when people report their activities 
without a plan or a trend line for comparison. The team members are left to politely accept the 
report (or more likely, ignore it), or they attempt to evaluate it against many different and 
conflicting expectations. In the latter case, the discussion gets confusing and frustrating. 

In the Change-ABLE organization, the Work Review always reports against a Performance Plan 
with previously defined and agreed upon metrics. This allows immediate evaluation of 
performance. The discussion takes on noticeable focus and efficiency. It’s purposefulness leads 
to decision-making. 

The comparison also renews creative tension. Because the Work Reviews declare a difference 
between the actual and desired situation, they inspire change. This difference may indicate that a 
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critical element for survival and success is missing — delivering a call for corrective action. Or 
the difference may indicate a surprise success requiring additional support — delivering a call 
for innovation and growth. The organization is motivated to change because the differences 
between desired and actual performance are being recognized and dealt with continuously. 

Another key element in these Work Reviews is the effective use of graphics. Managers have the 
skill required to present their reports in charts and graphs. In the last few years, software for 
spreadsheets and project management with built-in graphing features has been developed. In the 
Change-ABLE organization, managers are competent in the use of these features. So, the Work 
Reviews prove the old adage to be true—a picture really is worth a thousand words! The 
communication and decision making process is noticeably more efficient. 

Graphic presentation of performance information is not a frill. It marks a level of sophistication 
in metrics and the management of data that is painfully missing in many organizations. Skilled 
use of charts and graphs is itself a metric of how thoroughly a manager understands the work 
being managed. In Change-ABLE organizations, these skill levels are high. They are required 
and practiced in every Work Review. 

Another distinguishing characteristic of Change-ABLE Work Reviews is current performance 
data. The least informed groups look at data that is not more than 48 hours old — usually seen 
only at upper levels of the organization’s hierarchy. In the trenches, data is often less than an 
hour old. In Nicole’s case presented earlier, data was as of Monday morning after a weekend of 
trying to bring the project current. 

The effect of having management teams working in the present instead of the past is difficult to 
describe. Vitality and excitement spark the group’s discussion. Group members know they can 
make a difference; decisions seem necessary and natural. Nothing contributes more to a sense of 
urgency and importance than a tight feedback loop! Current information constantly feeds the 
organization’s creative tension. 

Finally, Change-ABLE organizations keep their Work Review discussions focused on 
exceptions. The status of the entire performance is presented quickly in graphic form; that which 
is going well receives the team’s acknowledgment and encouragement. Little actual time is spent 
hearing detailed descriptions of what has been happening. The presenter focuses attention on 
variances from plan, which are highlighted in a brief issue statement. The presenter then 
describes corrective action already being taken and/or recommends the action the team needs to 
authorize. Most of the discussion will focus on these recommended actions, which will lead to 
informed decision making. 

There is no passivity in Work Reviews — none of the team members are there just to be 
informed. The work and resources of every team member is the concern of all. Members expect 
to exercise the team’s formal authority — to evaluate whether or not the team’s resources are 
employed according to plan, and to make changes when it is obvious the variance from plan 
necessitates it. These are the actions they come together to take, and little tolerance is shown for 
anything delaying or distracting them from their decisive work. 

To illustrate how the hierarchy of linked teams, Performance Plans, and synchronized Work 
Reviews work together for speed and flexibility, consider the case of Hal. Hal is a first line 
manager brokering the talent of software engineers for process design in manufacturing. 60% of 
his performance plan is to deliver the software that will manufacture a new product called “L80”. 



Work Reviews - 3 - eVo Associates 

L80 is crucial to the company’s sales plans for this year. Its launch is 40% of Max’s plan, the 
leader two levels above Hal. 

The software is a very complex piece of work and it hasn’t been going well. In the prior week’s 
Work Review, the L80 project was put on the critical path and work has continued around the 
clock ever since. By Monday’s 8:00 a.m. Work Review, however, it is reported that the software 
failed its milestone test for a third time earlier in the morning. Nicole, the lead Engineer, thinks 
they are at a dead end. They may have to back up and come at it with a whole new approach. 
That could take two months! 

Hal doesn’t wait for his Boss’s 10:00 a.m. Work Review. He immediately takes Nicole and the 
bad news with him to Bob’s office. Together they review the problem, then alert two other 
members of Bob’s team, George and Irwin, to come prepared for in-depth discussion at their 10 
a.m. meeting.  

The meeting begins with Hal’s report. He is assisted by Nicole. George and Irwin have also 
brought some of their best engineers. Together the team generates two or three technical 
alternatives to the one Nicole offered, and Bob immediately charters a small task force, to be led 
by Nicole. Some of its members come from George’s and Irwin’s groups, another is a renowned 
design engineer from one of the equipment vendor’s shops. 

Bob and Hal then go immediately to Bob’s boss, Max. He soon calls in Alice and Carlos, Bob’s 
peers and key partners for positioning the L80 in the market place. This group suggests another 
technical alternative for Nicole’s task force and adds to its membership a materials scientist from 
Alice’s R&D group. In case the task force is unable to cut down the two month delay, they also 
commit to having contingency plans ready to discuss at Max’s Work Review on Tuesday 
morning.  

By Tuesday morning, Nicole’s task force has successfully completed the first steps of a 
promising new technical solution, though it still calls for a delay of three weeks. After Bob 
reports this to Max’s work review, the team begins reallocating resources to reduce other steps 
on the L80’s critical path. The revised plan is recommended by Max in his boss’s Tuesday 
afternoon Work Review and approved. Before the sun rises on Wednesday, the Performance 
Plans of seven lower level managers (in four different sections of the organization) and the 
assignments of thirteen individual contributors have been altered to keep the L80 on schedule. 

Hal’s case illustrates how the leaders of each management team link the resources within the 
team to the rest of the organization’s hierarchy. It also demonstrates how Performance Plans 
align managers on accountability for all the goals and resources within each team’s domain of 
authority. The disciplines of Work Reviews — focus on variance from plans, and the graphic 
display of current data — make the meetings efficient. The Synchronized schedule of the Work 
Reviews makes the entire decision making process readily available to support the performance 
of individual contributors. 
 
Change-ABLE Organization: Management Practices for Speed and Flexibility was published in 1997 by Josey Bass 
and ACT Publishing.  John Mathers and Bill Daniels are consultants to multinational companies in the financial 
services, semiconductor and consumer industries. 


