
Appraisals: changing 
the culture at WDP

A new approach to appraisals at WDP, the drug and alcohol charity, completely 
transformed the process and engaged staff. Created on a shoestring budget, the 
project won a silver Charity Learning Award 2016 for Best Use of Resources. It’s a 
great example of how you can shift an organisation’s culture when L&D is at its heart. 
 
The challenge
At WDP, the drug and alcohol charity, there was cynicism about the appraisal process: seen by staff as time 
intensive, a tick box, once a year management exercise with little relevance or meaning. The small learning and 
development team were determined to turn things around. Their goal was for appraisals to become a positive 
learning opportunity, a chance to discuss development and career goals, with ongoing reviews.

The existing appraisals template tied in with the organisation’s strategy, but didn’t reflect individuals’ day-to-
day experience of their work. But it wasn’t just the format that had to change – a whole new attitude towards 
appraisals was needed. 

 

“We needed to shift the conversation and the organisational  
culture around appraisals,” Vicky Jones, Workforce Development Manager. 
 
The barriers
• Time & attitude: With busy caseloads and services to deliver, managers were wary of how time consuming a 

new approach would be, as well as how long any training would take. 

• Budget: The L&D team had a limited budget for appraisal training, so needed to find a way to provide these 
skills in-house. They also had to find a meaningful way for appraisals to offer rewards to high performing 
staff, by means of professional development. 

• Tools: The L&D team needed a new appraisal tool to facilitate meaningful conversations, to move away from 
some of the wordier aspects of previous years.

• Reputation: There were some understandable reservations to annual appraisals - previous years’ formats 
had been text heavy, with an over emphasis on strategic rather than individual objectives. 

 

The solution
To keep their costs low, the L&D team developed an Appraisal Template and Toolkit with written guidance, and 
delivered a series of 90 minute briefings with Q&A sessions. Managers felt able to fit these briefings into their 
working week. The team used existing internal marketing tools, including the L&D eNewsletter and bulletin 
emails, to advertise them.

The amount of writing required for the appraisals was dramatically reduced. Crucially, the new template focused 
on core competencies, how individuals wished to progress in their role, and what support they needed. 



The focus shifted to developing managers’ confidence in holding meaningful conversations, taking a strengths-
based coaching approach. It centred on recognising strengths rather than weaknesses, focusing on succession 
planning, recognising talent and specialisms, asking people about their career aspirations, and embedding 
tangible rewards for high achievers. 

Plans are in place to support managers to follow up the appraisal process, with L&D issuing special ‘snapshot’ 
factsheets. The factsheets provide information about high achievers, staff with specialisms or special skills, 
and details of career opportunities across the organisation so appraisal conversations are not forgotten in the 
coming year. These staff can then be nominated for the Aspiring Managers Leadership Programme, and WDP’s 
peer coaching scheme.
 
“We wanted to ensure we alerted senior managers to up and  
coming talent in the organisation, and that high achievers are  
both recognised and rewarded in creative ways.”  Vicky Jones.

 

The result
Anecdotal feedback shows that the new appraisal process is more efficient, more meaningful, and offers staff 
visible rewards for high performance and specialism.

Staff have found the new approach instructive, with one commenting: “I have just completed my appraisal 
with my line manager and have found very useful her feedback regarding where I see myself on the scales and 
where she sees me.”

A more interpersonal approach to appraisals has brought more employee buy-in as well as made a positive 
impact on people’s experience of being appraised, and made them more likely to feel their progression through 
WDP is tangible, with visible career pathways. 

It has been especially transparent for those who may not wish to develop into management, but would like to 
develop horizontally and would like their specialism recognised and rewarded. 

Managers also prefer the new system: One manager commented: “It was easy to use and did not require long 
winded answers for each section. It allowed more time to be spent on discussion around the different topics 
and areas of development. The training provided by L&D allowed me to be more confident in carrying out this 
task. It allowed feedback from both parties which is vital. I also felt the use of future goals and applying SMART 
gave the appraisal more of a focus and made it more meaningful.”

Managers also say that the information highlighting talent in their team is incredibly useful and allows them to 
succession plan for times of change. 

Vicky Jones is thrilled with the outcome: “We’re delighted at the result, and have seen a cultural shift in the way 
that the new appraisal process has been approached by staff.

Ultimately it has created a window for two-way, more open and meaningful communication, which is fantastic. 

“The new appraisals have provided space to discuss what individuals and their managers might see as ‘room 
for improvement’, but alongside a chance to discuss professional aspirations.”

 

Measuring impact
The L&D team are measuring the following in the 12 months after appraisals to assess impact:

• Any increases in internal applications for management/specialist positions
• Rates of staff retention
• Uptake of continuing professional development opportunities such as the coaching  

programme and development courses



• Internal career mobility

So far the indicators are good: “We are optimistic that we will see an increase in all of these areas, reflective of 
a huge cultural change around appraisals,” said Vicky.

 

Next steps
The L&D team is planning to build on the positive foundations set by this new approach, with interactive 
activities incorporated into annual away days to kick start thinking about development. 

The use of learning technologies - such as company videos - could also be really beneficial, reaching staff by 
using a variety of different media. This may be especially useful for those managers who may not be able to 
attend briefings or would like to see demonstrations of an appraisal conversation. 

In the future, staff will also have more time if they need/want it to complete appraisals, to ensure they get the 
time and space to consider their development in detail.

Vicky Jones, Workforce Development Manager at WDP, shares the valuable lessons she has learned from 
embedding the new appraisals process:

• Appraisals that focus on meaningful conversations around development, talent recognition, skills, behaviours, 
and competencies allow staff working within a financially constrained environment to flourish and feel 
valued, respected and rewarded for the work that they do in tangible ways.

• Charities such as ours who are unable to allocate large sums of money to learning and development activities 
can still provide quality internal training and progression opportunities, by harnessing internal, low-cost and/
or free resources, and working with people’s strengths. Change is possible if you bring people on board with 
this and embed it into your organisational culture.

• The appraisal is a related, but ultimately different conversation than one about pay – one is about performance, 
the other is about development. There are ways that we have found to reward performance and talent other 
than pay rises, that still allow staff to feel valued, heard and respected for their contribution.

• In hindsight, if I could go back and do it all again, I’d advertise appraisals ahead of time to allow staff to 
start thinking and preparing; use eLearning and video resources for training managers; and provide more 
frequent training for team leaders on how to have successful conversations to engage staff in a meaningful 
and open way.

 

About WDP 
A vibrant and innovative drug and alcohol charity committed to helping those who are affected by substance 
misuse. For over 25 years it has provided support to individuals, their families and the wider communities from 
centres across London, the South East and East of England. 

 

About the Charity Learning Consortium
We enable cost effective, quality eLearning to be offered to more than 500,000 staff and volunteers across the 
third sector in the UK – engaging staff that other learning & development doesn’t reach.

Our collaborative concept paves the way for eLearning success. As a result, independent research has found 
that Consortium members save twice as much money on L&D compared to non-members in the sector; are 
twice as likely to report positive changes in staff behaviour and almost three times more likely to report that 
using learning technologies has improved their organisation’s productivity.

More than 120 charities, housing associations and not for profits already benefit from collaborating with our 
unique organisation. To find out more please go to www.charitylearning.org or connect with us on twitter   
@charitylearning We also love to chat, so do please give us a call on 08451 707 702.




