
LEADERSHIP & TEAMS: ON ORGANIZATIONS 

Performance Reviews Are Missing a Variable 

Every organization reviews performance. 

The frameworks differ. The cycles vary. The language changes from organization to organization. But 
the underlying architecture of how performance is assessed is remarkably consistent across serious 
professional environments: it focuses on what people have delivered, how they have led, what 
capabilities they have demonstrated, and how they have developed against agreed objectives. 

This architecture is not wrong. Outputs matter. Leadership quality matters. Capability development 
matters. These are legitimate and important dimensions of performance that deserve systematic 
assessment. 

But the architecture has a gap — a consistent, structural omission that produces performance 
assessments that are less accurate, less useful, and less actionable than they could be. And that gap, 
left unaddressed across the performance review cycles of an organization's lifetime, compounds into 
talent management decisions, development investments, and organizational capability assessments 
that are systematically distorted by what they do not measure. 

The missing variable is composure. 

More precisely: the missing variable is the degree to which each individual can reliably access their 
capability under the pressure conditions their role imposes — and the specific ways in which 
composure disruption under pressure is creating a gap between their actual capability and their 
delivered performance. 

 

What Performance Reviews Currently Measure 
To understand what is missing, it is useful to be precise about what performance reviews currently 
measure — and what they do not. 

Most performance review frameworks assess some combination of outputs and behaviors. On the 
output side: what was delivered, against what targets, to what standard. On the behavior side: how the 
individual led, communicated, collaborated, and developed — assessed against a competency 
framework that describes the behaviors the organization values. 

Both dimensions are assessed primarily against performance under ordinary conditions — the 
day-to-day execution of the role in the range of conditions that constitute normal professional 
demand. The outputs delivered across the review period. The behaviors demonstrated in the 
interactions and situations that constituted the ordinary rhythm of the role. 

What is rarely assessed — and almost never assessed systematically — is performance under 
pressure. Specifically: how the individual performed in the high-stakes, high-demand situations that 
constituted the most consequential moments of the review period. How their decision-making quality 
held up under the pressure conditions their role imposed. How their communication and leadership 
behaviors under significant organizational stress compared to their behaviors under ordinary 
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conditions. Whether their delivered performance in the moments that carried the most weight 
reflected their actual capability — or a composure-compromised version of it. 

This gap in assessment produces a specific distortion. The performance review captures the 
performance that is easiest to observe and measure — the performance under ordinary conditions — 
while systematically underweighting the performance that most determines organizational outcomes 
— the performance under pressure. And because composure disruption under pressure is not part of 
the assessment vocabulary, the gap between capability and delivered performance under pressure is 
never identified as a composure issue. It is absorbed into the assessment as either unexplained 
variance or, more commonly, as evidence of capability or character limitations that may not actually 
exist. 

 

The Three Distortions Composure Absence Creates 
The absence of composure from performance assessment produces three specific distortions that 
affect the quality of performance management decisions. 

The capability misattribution distortion. When a capable individual underperforms in high-stakes 
situations — when their decision-making is reactive under pressure, when their communication 
deteriorates under conflict, when their leadership presence is less effective under organizational stress 
— and this underperformance is captured in the performance review without a composure lens, the 
assessment attributes the gap to capability rather than access. The individual is assessed as having 
less judgment than they actually have, less communication capability than they actually possess, less 
leadership effectiveness than they are genuinely capable of. 

The development response that follows is accordingly misdirected. More capability development is 
prescribed. More coaching on judgment, communication, and leadership effectiveness is provided. 
The underlying composure gap that is producing the performance shortfall is never addressed — 
because it has never been identified. The pattern repeats in the next review period. And the capable 
individual accumulates a performance record that systematically underrepresents their actual 
capability, with consequences for their development, their advancement, and in some cases their 
continued tenure in the organization. 

The high performer overestimation distortion. The inverse distortion is equally significant and less 
frequently recognized. Some individuals perform well under pressure not because their underlying 
capability is highest but because their composure is — because their ability to maintain access to 
their capability under demanding conditions produces high-pressure performance that exceeds what 
their underlying skill level would predict under composed conditions. 

These individuals are typically assessed as more capable than they are — because their composure 
advantage produces delivered performance that reflects their composure as much as their capability, 
and the performance review framework does not distinguish between the two. The high assessment 
they receive may be entirely appropriate as a measure of delivered performance. But it is inaccurate 
as a measure of underlying capability — and therefore potentially misleading as a basis for role 
assignment, stretch responsibilities, and advancement decisions that assume the high performance 
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will be maintained across a wider range of conditions than the individual's composure advantage may 
support. 

The development investment misdirection distortion. Perhaps the most costly distortion is the 
systematic misdirection of development investment that composure-blind performance assessment 
produces. Organizations use performance reviews as the primary basis for individual development 
planning — identifying capability gaps and directing development investment toward closing them. 
When performance gaps that are actually composure gaps are assessed as capability gaps, the 
development investment is misdirected — toward capability development that addresses the wrong 
variable, leaving the actual gap unaddressed. The return on development investment is lower than it 
should be. The performance gaps persist despite the investment. And the pattern of talent 
underperformance that composure-blind assessment normalizes continues unchallenged. 

 

What Assessing Composure in Performance Reviews Would Require 
Including composure as an explicit performance variable in formal review processes does not require 
a wholesale redesign of existing frameworks. It requires adding a specific assessment dimension that 
existing frameworks do not currently include — one that examines the degree to which the 
individual's delivered performance under pressure reflects their actual capability, and where gaps 
exist, characterizes them in composure terms rather than capability terms. 

Practically, this means several things. 

Explicit assessment of high-pressure performance. The performance review should include a 
structured examination of how the individual performed in the specific high-stakes, high-pressure 
situations that constituted the most consequential moments of the review period. Not as a general 
impression but as a specific, evidence-based assessment: in these situations, how did decision quality, 
communication effectiveness, and leadership presence compare to performance under ordinary 
conditions? Where was the gap between capability and delivered performance largest? What were the 
specific pressure characteristics of the situations in which the gap was most significant? 

Composure-framed interpretation of performance gaps. Where gaps between expected and 
delivered performance are identified — particularly gaps that concentrate in high-pressure situations 
— the assessment should explicitly consider the composure explanation before defaulting to 
capability or character interpretations. Is this gap more accurately explained as a composure access 
issue than a capability deficit? What specific composure dimensions — which of the five levers — 
appear to be most implicated in the performance shortfall? Is this a pattern that composure 
development would address more effectively than capability development? 

Individual Composure Risk Profile integration. For organizations that have implemented 
Individual Composure Risk Profiles, the performance review provides a natural opportunity to 
connect ICRP findings to observed performance patterns — to examine whether the composure 
vulnerabilities identified in the profile are visibly producing the performance gaps observed in the 
review period, and to use that connection as the basis for targeted development planning. 

Composure development as an explicit development objective. Performance reviews that identify 
composure gaps should be able to specify composure development as an explicit development 
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objective — with the same specificity and accountability that other development objectives carry. Not 
a vague commitment to "performing better under pressure" but a specific composure development 
program, targeted at the specific composure dimensions the assessment has identified, with 
measurable outcomes and a defined timeline. 

 

The Broader Talent Management Implications 
The absence of composure from performance assessment has implications that extend beyond 
individual review cycles into the broader talent management architecture of the organization. 

Succession planning. Succession decisions — decisions about who is ready for greater 
responsibility, for roles with higher pressure demands, for positions where performance under acute 
and sustained pressure will be most consequential — are currently made almost entirely on the basis 
of capability assessments that do not include composure. The result is succession pipelines that may 
include individuals whose capability is high but whose composure at the next level of demand is 
unknown and untested. The executive who performs well at the current level may or may not have 
the composure capability to perform well at the next level — where the pressure conditions are more 
intense, the composure demands are greater, and the organizational consequences of composure 
failure are more significant. Including composure assessment in succession planning would enable 
more accurate predictions of readiness for higher-demand roles. 

Promotion decisions. The promotions that most consistently produce unexpected underperformance 
are the ones that move capable individuals into roles with significantly higher pressure demands — 
roles where the composure requirements of the position exceed the composure capability of the 
individual promoted into it. These are not capability failures, though they are typically assessed as 
such. They are composure failures — cases where the individual's genuine capability was sufficient 
for the role but their composure access to that capability under the role's specific pressure conditions 
was not. Explicitly assessing composure capability as a dimension of promotion readiness would 
reduce the frequency of these preventable performance failures. 

Talent segmentation. Organizations that assess composure explicitly would be able to segment their 
talent pools with a precision that capability-only assessment does not permit. The distinction between 
individuals whose high performance is driven primarily by capability, primarily by composure, or by 
a genuine combination of both is valuable for role assignment, development investment, and 
organizational design. The individual whose performance is capability-limited responds differently to 
development investment than the one whose performance is composure-limited — and treating them 
identically, as capability-blind assessment requires, produces suboptimal returns on development 
investment for both. 

 

The Organizational Accuracy Imperative 
There is a straightforward organizational case for including composure in performance assessment 
that goes beyond the development and talent management arguments above. 
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Performance reviews are the primary mechanism through which organizations assess the quality of 
their human capital — the degree to which the investment in talent is producing the returns the 
organization needs. The accuracy of that assessment directly determines the quality of the 
organizational decisions that depend on it: who gets developed, how, toward what roles, with what 
investment. If the assessment systematically misses the most consequential performance variable — 
the ability to access capability under pressure — then every organizational decision that depends on it 
is made with incomplete and distorted information. 

This is not a marginal accuracy issue. The high-pressure situations in which composure most 
determines performance are the situations in which performance most determines organizational 
outcomes. The assessment gap is largest precisely where the performance gap matters most. And the 
organizational decisions made on the basis of that inaccurate assessment — the succession choices, 
the promotion decisions, the development investments — are the decisions with the highest 
organizational stakes. 

Addressing this accuracy gap is not a peripheral refinement of performance management practice. It 
is a fundamental improvement in the quality of the information on which the organization's most 
consequential talent decisions are made. 

 

What Changes When Composure Is Included 
The practical change that including composure in performance assessment produces is not primarily a 
change in the review process itself — though the process changes modestly. It is a change in the 
diagnostic vocabulary through which performance is understood. 

When composure is an explicit dimension of performance assessment, performance gaps that were 
previously attributed to capability or character become attributable, more accurately, to composure. 
The individual who has been assessed as having insufficient judgment for senior responsibility can be 
more accurately assessed as having a specific composure profile that creates access gaps in specific 
pressure conditions — a profile that is addressable through targeted composure development rather 
than through capability development that cannot close an access gap. 

The development conversation changes. Instead of prescribing more of what the individual already 
has — more training, more coaching, more process support for capabilities they genuinely possess — 
the development plan addresses what the performance review has accurately identified: the specific 
composure dimensions that are creating the gap between capability and delivered performance under 
pressure. 

The talent management conversation changes. Instead of questioning the capability of talented people 
who underperform under pressure, the organization can accurately identify the composure variable 
that is producing the gap — and address it directly, retaining and developing talent that a 
capability-focused assessment would have managed out. 

And the organizational performance conversation changes. Instead of accepting as inevitable the 
consistent gap between invested talent and delivered performance under pressure, the organization 
can name and address the composure variable that is creating it — building the composure capability 
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across individuals, teams, and organizational levels that closes the gap systematically rather than 
managing its consequences case by case. 

 

Adding the Variable That Changes the Assessment 
Performance reviews will continue to miss the variable that most directly determines whether talent 
delivers its potential under pressure until organizations recognize composure as a legitimate, 
measurable, and developable performance dimension — one that belongs in the assessment alongside 
capability, alongside outputs, alongside leadership behaviors. 

That recognition does not require a revolution in performance management practice. It requires the 
addition of a specific assessment lens — composure — that the existing architecture does not 
currently include. 

The return on that addition is not marginal. It is the improvement in the accuracy of the organization's 
most fundamental talent assessment — the assessment that determines how it develops its people, 
how it makes its succession and promotion decisions, and how it understands the relationship 
between the talent it has invested in and the performance that talent actually delivers. 

For organizations serious about that relationship, the missing variable is no longer missing once they 
know to look for it. 

And once they look, the gap it reveals — between what their talent can do and what composure 
disruption prevents it from delivering — is both larger and more addressable than most have yet 
recognized. 

 

To explore the Composed Performance™ framework in depth, visit the Framework section or learn 
about how VoCalmi implements composure development in practice. To discuss how Composed 
Performance™ can be applied within your organization, get in touch. 
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