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Chapter 2 Seminar activity 5 – Accenture ditches performance reviews

Tutor notes

Duration – variable


The following resources discuss the background to the Accenture case (Real-life case 2.6 in Chapter 2) and were published shortly after the announcement by their CEO, Pierre Nanterme, that annual performance review would be abolished. 

These three reasonably short articles give a brief overview of the case and can be used for a shorter session within a seminar:

Cunningham, L. 2015. In big move, Accenture will get rid of annual performance reviews and rankings. The Washington Post (July 21 2015) https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/on-leadership/wp/2015/07/21/in-big-move-accenture-will-get-rid-of-annual-performance-reviews-and-rankings/

Cunningham, L. 2015. Accenture: One of world's biggest companies to scrap annual performance reviews The Independent (July 28 2015) http://www.independent.co.uk/news/business/news/accenture-one-of-worlds-biggest-companies-to-scrap-annual-performance-reviews-10421296.html

Bright, J. 2015.  Accenture dumps annual performance reviews and emphasises freedom and trust. Sydney Morning Herald (1 August 2015)
http://www.smh.com.au/business/accenture-dumps-annual-performance-reviews-and-emphasises-freedom-and-trust-20150726-gikuly.html

The following article is a short transcript of an interview with Pierre Nanterme, it also has a two-minute video excerpt of the interview which can be used in both lectures and seminars:

Cunningham, L. 2015. Accenture CEO explains why he’s overhauling performance reviews. The Washington Post (July 23 2015).
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/on-leadership/wp/2015/07/23/accenture-ceo-explains-the-reasons-why-hes-overhauling-performance-reviews/

The following is a longer article which begins with Accenture and develops into a wider examination of companies abandoning performance review, using companies such as Deloitte and Microsoft as examples: 

Vara, V. 2015. The push against performance reviews. The New Yorker (24 July 2015). http://www.newyorker.com/business/currency/the-push-against-performance-reviews 


The resources can be used as a basis for discussion to pull out the following problems with bureaucracy (see also the PowerPoint slides for Chapter 2):

1) The Weberian critique of bureaucracy (Section 2.8). The articles talk about workers becoming demoralized and demotivated by the need to record and adhere to metrics and targets. Conversely, in the video, Nanterme states how workers today need freedom and space to work to their best, something which the bureaucracy associated with performance review stifles. The ideas link with Weber’s iron cage – i.e. bureaucracy becomes an inescapable burden for the workers, and disenchantment – the tendency for the drudgery of bureaucracy to take away their autonomy and creative spark.

2) Dysfunctions of bureaucracy (Section 2.8). The articles discuss how workers come to work to the targets of the performance review, i.e. they engage only in behaviours that will enhance their score, even if other behaviours might be beneficial to the organization.  This resonates with the bureaucratic personality (section 2.8), where behaviour is shaped solely in adherence to rules and procedures. 

3) Red tape (Section 2.8) is also alluded to in the articles, with both managers and workers having a huge bureaucratic workload associated with the performance review system which covers 300,000 workers, a workload that Nanterme suggests will be cut by 90% by the new system.

4) Overall, it is claimed that the system simply doesn't work – it neither measures nor improves performance. Using the issues above, a discussion can take place around how bureaucracy doesn't deliver on its promise in this case. Another topic for discussion is the replacement performance review system of individual, instant feedback. How does this improve the system for managers and workers, and does it have any problems of its own?


These two articles from Harvard Business Review are useful to go further into the issue of ditching and replacing performance review at Deloitte and GE respectively:

Buckingham, M. and Goodall, A., 2015. Reinventing performance management. Harvard Business Review, 93(4), pp.40-50.

Baldassarre, L. and Finken. B. 2015. GE’s real-time performance development. Harvard Business Review (12 August 2015). Available at https://hbr.org/2015/08/ges-real-time-performance-development 
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