Virtual performance calibration can work surprisingly well, but only if you treat it like a facilitation problem, not a
scheduling problem. In a room, you can read the temperature of a discussion. In a video call, people either go
silent or speak in polished generalities. Your job as the facilitator is to create clarity, comparability, and momentum,

while protecting the dignity of both managers and employees.

This is not just about making sure everyone submits forms on time. A solid calibration process improves talent
decisions, reduces bias, and aligns expectations across teams. A weak one turns into a meeting where managers
defend their ratings instead of evaluating evidence. The difference comes down to prep, structure, and the quality

of the conversations.

Below is a field-tested approach I've used and refined over several calibration cycles, with the practical details that

usually get overlooked when teams move from in-person to virtual.

Start with the purpose, then design the meeting around it

Before you touch calendars, write down the actual outcome you need from calibration. For many organizations,

the outcome is one or more of these:

You ensure consistency across managers. You correct outliers that are hard to see within a single team. You create
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a shared understanding of what “meets,” “exceeds,” and “far exceeds” mean for the same job level. You identify

talent risks early, especially where performance narratives don't match observable impact.

Once you clarify the purpose, you can design the virtual process to support it. If the purpose is consistency, then
you must have comparable inputs. If the purpose is talent risk, then you must prioritize evidence that predicts

future performance, not just last quarter’s deliverables.

A common mistake is scheduling calibration first, then hoping the conversation will “find” the inconsistencies. In
virtual settings, that hope rarely survives the first awkward silence. Better to design the information flow and

meeting rhythm so decisions are grounded in shared context.

Build comparability before you build discussion

Calibration conversations go off the rails when participants bring apples, oranges, and mangos to the same table.
Even when everyone uses the same rating scale, the input quality varies widely. Some managers include quantified

impact, others include narrative summaries, and some basically paste job descriptions.
To make calibration effective, you need comparability in at least three areas:

Role and scope. A senior engineer responsible for platform reliability is not facing the same constraints as a
senior engineer focused on customer-facing features. Even if their job titles match, their performance evidence will

look different. You do not need identical work, but you do need shared scope.

Time and context. A person hired mid-cycle, or one who shifted from a project to a critical incident response,
should be evaluated through the lens of what was truly within their influence during the period. Virtual calibration

can unintentionally punish people for timing.

Evidence standard. Some managers bring examples and metrics. Others bring general claims about collaboration

or ownership. Without a minimum evidence standard, the loudest narrative wins.

You can set these expectations through the calibration templates, the pre-read pack, and the briefing you deliver

to managers before the meeting. That briefing matters more than most people think. If you only rely on the



template, you'll still get variability in how managers interpret the prompts.

Prepare a “decision-ready” pre-read pack

Virtual calibration collapses when you ask people to read long documents during the meeting. People multitask,
miss key details, and form opinions based on whatever stands out first. Instead, you want a pre-read pack that is

short enough to be absorbed and structured enough to be compared.

Your pack should include, for each employee being calibrated, the evidence summary, not the manager’s entire

diary. | recommend one page per employee when possible, with consistent headings so comparisons are fast.
The most useful headings I've seen are:

* what outcomes they owned, tied to role scope

* key examples with impact, ideally with at least one measurable or verifiable detail

how they demonstrated the competencies that map to the rating scale
* growth areas and how they responded to feedback

® any context adjustments (role change, time on assignment, major constraints)

If your organization uses performance levels, align the evidence to those levels. If your organization uses “overall
rating,” you still want the evidence to map to the competencies that justify the overall call. This reduces the “rating

guess” effect.

When you distribute the pack matters too. Give it enough time for real review. In many teams, 24 to 48 hours is
workable, but only if the pack is not dense. If you have to share it the same day, you need an even tighter

summary format, otherwise the meeting becomes a recitation instead of a calibration.

Set ground rules that prevent defensiveness

In person, calibration discussions can get intense but still feel collaborative because body language carries nuance.
In virtual meetings, defensiveness can spike because the conversation feels like a negotiation in front of an

audience.
Ground rules are not theater. They reduce the incentives to perform.

Start by making it clear that calibration is not a courtroom. Managers should be evaluated on the quality of
evidence and reasoning they provide, not on whether their rating choice survives scrutiny. The goal is convergence

on a fair, defensible outcome.
I've found it helps to share two kinds of boundaries:

First, you are judging performance evidence against the expected level for the role and scope, not comparing “who

worked harder” emotionally.

Second, you can challenge the rating, but you should also challenge the narrative. If the evidence does not

support the level, you should ask for specifics, not switch to general commentary.

Also, decide early who has the final say. If multiple stakeholders will influence decisions, clarify how escalation

works. Without this, every discussion turns into an implicit referendum on status.

Plan the meeting for attention, not just agenda



A virtual calibration is rarely a single meeting that “runs.” It's more often multiple sessions with different purposes:

orientation, evidence review, discussion of outliers, and decision capture.

In practice, you want to manage attention by splitting the day into blocks where participants focus on the same
kind of work. For example, you might spend one segment comparing evidence within a job family, then a later
segment addressing only the participants who are likely to land outside the expected distribution or show

inconsistencies across managers.

If your team is large, consider grouping by function, career level, or hiring tier. Grouping reduces the mental
burden of switching contexts. It also allows the facilitator to use job-family language naturally, which is critical for

credibility.

Also plan for time pressure. Virtual meetings make it easy to drag. If you let every employee take five to ten
minutes regardless of debate level, you'll either run out of time or you'll skip the toughest comparisons later when
people are fatigued. A better approach is to assign each employee a baseline discussion time and adjust only when

the evidence genuinely needs it.

Use structured questions that force evidence, not opinions

One of the best virtual facilitation tricks is to ask questions that require evidence without sounding accusatory. The

tone should invite managers to clarify and strengthen their reasoning.

Here are examples of question types that work well in calibration, because they turn subjective debate into specific
evaluation:

* "What outcomes demonstrate impact at this level during the period?”

* “Which examples show the competencies you're using to justify the rating?”

® "Were there constraints that limited scope or opportunity, and how did the employee compensate?”

® “Does this evidence match the expected level for the same job family across managers?”

* “If this employee were evaluated by a different manager using the same rubric, what would the evidence point

to?”

These questions keep the conversation anchored. They also help when participants disagree. Disagreement often

stems from missing evidence, not from a true philosophical difference about what excellent looks like.

Be ready for a practical edge case: sometimes a manager has the evidence but it's not summarized well. In that

situation, asking for a clearer mapping between evidence and rubric does more than arguing about the rating.

Run the first 10 minutes like you mean it

The first ten minutes set the emotional tone. | recommend a brief kickoff that covers the "how” and the “why,” not

a long lecture.
In that kickoff, remind people of:

® the evidence standard you expect in the discussion
* how decisions will be recorded
* what types of issues you will prioritize (scope mismatch, rating inconsistencies, missing evidence)

* how you'll handle time and deferrals



Then move quickly into the first group of employees. The longer you keep people in orientation mode, the more
likely they are to treat the process as a formality. Calibration needs urgency and focus, even when conversations

stay respectful.

Decide how to handle disagreements and deferrals

Disagreements are normal. The problem is when disagreements become personal or when they never reach

resolution.

In a virtual setting, you should set a clear mechanism for outcomes when evidence is incomplete. For example, you
might allow a short deferral where a manager clarifies evidence before the final decision. Or you might record the

disagreement and escalate it to a higher calibration forum if you cannot reach closure within the planned time.

What you want to avoid is an open-ended debate that repeats the same point at a slower pace. That pattern

consumes attention and erodes trust.
A good facilitator also distinguishes between two types of disagreements:

One is about the evidence itself, where someone says, “I'm not seeing the impact at this level.” The other is about

interpretation, where both sides accept the evidence but disagree on what it means relative to the rubric.

The first usually resolves faster with additional specifics. The second takes more discussion about rubric alignment,

often anchored by examples from similar roles.

Protect employee dignity in the conversation

Even though calibration is an internal process, it carries consequences for employees. In virtual environments, it's

easy to slide into blunt language because the immediacy of a video call feels less “human” to some participants.

Set expectations that employees should be discussed with precision and respect. Avoid character judgments. Stay

anchored to performance outcomes, demonstrated competencies, and role expectations.

Also be careful with “story power.” Some managers naturally use memorable anecdotes that sound persuasive,
even if they are not representative of the overall impact. Calibration is where you balance narrative strength with

evidence coverage.

In one cycle, | saw a standout anecdote move an employee one rating level up, even though the broader evidence
supported a more consistent “meets” performance pattern. The calibration group corrected it by asking, “What is
the frequency and scope of this https://www.remotelytalents.com/blog/hibob-review-features-pricing-competitors
type of impact across the cycle?” That single question brought the conversation back to evidence without making

anyone feel humiliated.

Capture decisions in real time, not after the meeting

A major virtual failure mode is making decisions verbally, then trying to reconstruct the reasoning later. People

remember differently, notes get incomplete, and the final calibration outcomes feel arbitrary.
Use a consistent capture format so you record at least:

* the final rating outcome (or recommended outcome)
* the key evidence used to justify the outcome

® any context adjustments that impacted interpretation


https://www.remotelytalents.com/blog/hibob-review-features-pricing-competitors

* any required follow-ups (such as additional evidence or manager coaching)

If you have a tool that supports structured notes, use it. If you don't, use a shared document with predefined
fields. The goal is not bureaucratic paperwork. The goal is auditability and clarity so you can provide feedback later

without rewriting the logic.

Also, decide who is responsible for updating the HR system. It's tempting to let “whoever gets to it” handle it, but

that often causes lag and confusion, especially when multiple calibration groups run concurrently.

Build a lightweight rubric into your calibration language

Most organizations have rating scales or competency rubrics. The challenge is that managers interpret them

differently.

One practical approach is to mirror the rubric language in your facilitation. If the rubric uses phrases like “strategic

noou "noou

impact,” “execution reliability,” “cross-functional influence,” and “customer focus,” use those terms during

discussion. It forces shared meaning.

When you hear off-rubric language like “he always delivers” or “she’s very dependable,” redirect to what those

claims map to. Ask for examples. Then translate the examples back into rubric language.

This translation step matters because virtual participants often disagree due to semantics rather than substance.

Shared language reduces friction.

A short checklist for virtual readiness
Use this when you are assembling materials and running the session.

1. Confirm every employee entry has comparable scope, role context, and evidence coverage
2. Distribute pre-reads early enough that reviewers can read without multitasking

3. Align on decision capture fields before the meeting starts

4. Brief managers on the evidence standard and tone expectations

5. Assign time budgets per employee group and a process for deferrals

That checklist sounds simple, but it prevents the most common failure points: missing context, inconsistent

evidence depth, and meandering conversations that kill accountability.

Handle “calibration math” carefully: distributions and expectations

Some organizations use rating distributions or normalization. Others simply ensure fairness. Either way, virtual

calibration can overreact to numbers.

If your organization uses distribution bands, treat them as constraints, not goals. A band can help correct systemic
drift, but it can also create pressure to force outcomes that do not match evidence. When you add distribution

pressure in a virtual meeting, managers may start gaming phrasing in their narratives to fit expected outcomes.

The antidote is to anchor back to evidence. If the evidence clearly supports a higher or lower rating, calibration
should not flatten it just to satisfy a curve. If your organization does require normalization, be explicit about how it

happens and what justification standards still apply.

There's also a subtler case: sometimes you see “outliers” that are not actually outliers. In a virtual setting, you

might compare employees across teams with different opportunity structures. For example, one region may have



more high-visibility projects during the cycle. If you ignore that, you calibrate talent based on assignment

abundance instead of performance quality.

So when you notice a potential outlier, ask what created the difference in evidence volume. Then decide whether

the difference reflects performance or opportunity.

Facilitate across levels without turning it into a comparison contest

Calibration often mixes managers who evaluate employees at the same job family but different career stages. That

can work, but only if you keep level expectations distinct.

A junior level employee might show strong execution and learning velocity. A senior level employee might show
cross-functional influence and strategy. If you let the group score everyone with a single mental rubric, you get

distorted outcomes.

A practical approach is to keep calibration conversations aligned to career level. If you must mix levels in one
session due to scheduling, use level-specific language and ensure evidence summaries reflect stage-appropriate

impact.

Also, don't let senior employees become the benchmark for everyone else. One of the most frustrating patterns in
virtual calibration is when less-experienced employees get rated down because they have not yet had the same
kind of visibility. The proper question is not “did they match senior impact,” it's “did they demonstrate senior
behaviors relative to their scope,” and if their scope did not include those behaviors, what is the evidence of strong

performance within their stage expectations.

When you need to discuss low performance, do it with care

Calibration includes hard cases. Virtual settings can make these conversations sharper, not gentler. People can

misinterpret silence as agreement, or they can read tone through the screen and assume judgment.

If you have employees who are likely to receive lower ratings, the conversation should still focus on specifics. The
facilitator’s role is to ensure the group understands what evidence supports the rating and what evidence is
missing. If improvement is expected, you need to discuss what “improvement” means in terms of behaviors and

outcomes, not just “do better.”

Also, consider the manager’s capacity. If a manager lacks coaching bandwidth, a virtual calibration that simply
lowers ratings might not lead to real support. It may lead to attrition. You can mitigate this by capturing

development expectations and action plans as part of the follow-up.

Be careful here: development planning belongs in a separate process in many organizations, but calibration should

at least flag where additional coaching is necessary so HR and leadership can coordinate.

Keep the meeting humane: reduce screen-time strain without skipping
rigor

Long virtual calibration meetings can fatigue people into shortcuts. When fatigue hits, participants accept

whatever the loudest manager says, or they stop asking clarifying questions.

To keep rigor without exhausting attention, reduce non-essential airtime. If the evidence is clear and aligns with

rubric expectations, move on. If it's unclear, focus on what's missing.



Also, build in short breaks if the meeting spans multiple hours. Five minutes can reset concentration. When you

are tired, nuance disappears, and nuance is where good calibration lives.

A practical run-through of a calibration session

Here's what an effective session often looks like from the facilitator side. The details vary by company size and

system, but the pattern is consistent.

You start with a quick recap of the evidence standard and the decision capture process. Then you move into the
first group, usually those employees with the clearest alignment so you can set a shared “reference” for how

evidence will be discussed.

For employees with high variance between managers, you slow down. Ask evidence questions. Clarify scope and
constraints. Translate evidence to rubric language. Decide whether the issue is evidence quality, opportunity

mismatch, or interpretation.

Then you move toward closure: the goal is not to keep the discussion open forever. When the group has enough
evidence to justify a rating, record it and move forward. If you lack essential evidence, defer with a clear action:
what needs to be clarified, by whom, and by when.

At the end of the session, you confirm how outcomes will human resources be communicated and what happens
next for follow-ups. Even if that communication happens through HR systems later, the calibration group needs a

shared understanding of timing and ownership.

Two common edge cases and how to handle them

Edge case 1: “Strong narrative, weak evidence”

Sometimes a manager’s write-up sounds convincing but includes few specifics. In virtual calibration, that can lead

to a false consensus. People like narratives because they are easy to follow on screen.

The fix is to ask for at least two concrete examples tied to outcomes. If the manager cannot provide them, you
may need to lower the rating or adjust expectations. The key is to treat evidence quality as part of performance

evaluation, because the rubric demands substantiation.

Edge case 2: “Evidence exists, but it's not comparable”

Other times, evidence is present but cannot be directly compared. For example, one employee leads cross-

functional work, another manages deep execution under a narrow scope, and the evidence looks different.

The fix is not to force identical measures. It's to ensure the evidence aligns to the expected behaviors for that role
scope and level. Ask questions that clarify mapping. What does “impact” mean for this role? How does influence

show up given the job's constraints? Then recalibrate using that interpretation.

Close the loop: use calibration learnings to improve next cycle
Calibration should not just finalize ratings. It should refine your system.

After the process, gather a quick set of lessons learned, especially around recurring issues: evidence templates that
repeatedly produce shallow summaries, rubric language that managers misunderstand, and meeting structures

that consistently create time crunches.


https://www.washingtonpost.com/newssearch/?query=human%20resources

In virtual environments, you can improve dramatically with small changes: shorter pre-reads with stronger

structure, clearer guidance on what evidence is required, or a better grouping strategy by function and level.

The benefit is compounding. The next cycle becomes easier, and the conversations become more precise.

Quick facilitator mindset for virtual calibration

If you only remember one approach, make it this: calibration is a search for shared truth, not a battle for
preferences. Virtual meetings amplify uncertainty, so your responsibility is to reduce it through preparation,

structured questions, and disciplined decision capture.

When you do that, managers stop defending and start evaluating. Participants stop guessing based on vibes and
start anchoring in evidence. And employees, even when outcomes are difficult, get a process that feels fair because

the reasoning is consistent and specific.

If you'd like, tell me how many employees you typically calibrate per session and what rating model you use
(overall rating, competencies, distributions, or bands). | can suggest a session design and pre-read format that fits

your scale.



