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Calibration Sessions
Catch easy graders and harsh graders before ratings ship
WHAT IT IS
Calibration brings managers together before ratings are finalized to compare proposed ratings against shared standards and against each other. The point is to catch systematic rater differences: the manager who grades everyone a 4, the one who reserves 5s for the second coming. So a rating means the same thing regardless of whose team you're on.
WHY IT WORKS
Rating differences across managers are often bigger than performance differences across employees. Which means pay and promotion can hinge on who your boss is rather than how you performed. Calibration doesn't remove judgment. It forces judgment to explain itself in front of peers, and that surfaces the leniency and severity no rater can see in themselves.
HOW TO USE IT
1. Bring evidence, not adjectives. Every proposed rating enters the room with 2 or 3 specific examples attached. “She's just excellent” is not admissible.
1. Compare against anchors, not just each other. The question is “does this person meet the described bar?” Forced ranking against peers is a different and cruder exercise.
1. Challenge the extremes first. Start with proposed top and bottom ratings. That's where the stakes and the rater effects are biggest.
1. Watch for patterns, not just cases. If one manager's whole team clusters high, calibrate the manager, not just the ratings.
1. Document what moved and why. A rating changed in calibration should be explainable to the employee in behavioral terms. If it can't be, it shouldn't move.
PITFALLS TO AVOID
1. Quota smuggling. Calibration used to force a distribution is stack ranking in a lab coat. Standards, not quotas.
1. Loudest voice wins. Without a facilitator, calibration rewards the most assertive manager, not the most accurate one.
1. Relitigating everyone. Spend the time on borderline and extreme cases. Rubber-stamping the clear middle is fine.
Shortcut: before submitting ratings, sort your own list and ask whether you could defend each one to your peers with two concrete examples. Calibrate yourself first.
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