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e RATING SKILLS - GUIDE

How to rate employee skills
fairly and consistently

A skills matrix lives or dies by the honesty of its scores. Rate too
generously and you hide the gaps you are trying to find; rate
inconsistently and the numbers cannot be compared. This is how to
rate employee skills properly: the methods, the evidence, and the
calibration step that turns opinion into data you can trust.

- Dr Alex J. Martin-Smith
s CMGR - MBA - LLM - DBA

Reading time 12 min - Method Upleashed O to 5 capability framework - Updated May 2026

THE SHORT ANSWER

To rate employee skills, score each person against each skill on
one clearly defined scale, backed by evidence of what they can
actually do. The most reliable method pairs self-assessment
with manager validation: the person rates themselves, the
manager confirms or adjusts against the evidence, and the gap
between the two is itself useful. In short: one defined scale,

real evidence, self-rating plus manager validation, and

calibration so a level means the same for everyone.




KEY TAKEAWAYS

« Score against evidence, not impression. A rating should rest on
something you could point to, not a general sense of the person.

+ Dual assessment is the gold standard. Self-rating plus manager
validation is more reliable than either alone.

* The gap is data. A large difference between self and manager ratings
signals overconfidence, modesty, or a visibility problem worth a
conversation.

« Calibrate the raters. Managers must share one reading of the scale, or the
same work gets scored differently across the team.

¢ Mind the biases. Self-inflation, recency, leniency and the halo effect all
distort scores; defined levels and evidence keep them in check.

—— START HERE

Rating is where a matrix earns its trust

Building a skills matrix is the easy part; the hard part is putting a fair,
consistent number in each cell. Rating employee skills well is what
separates a matrix people trust and act on from one they quietly ignore.
It comes down to three things: a defined scale, real evidence, and
consistency between raters.

A rating is a judgement against a definition

To rate a skill is to decide which level, on a defined scale, best matches what
a person can demonstrably do. That word defined is everything. Without
clear level definitions, a rating is just an opinion, and two managers will score
the same person differently. With them, scoring becomes a comparison: does
this person's actual, observed capability match the description of a 2, or a 3?
The scale does the heavy lifting; the rater's job is to match evidence to it
honestly.

Evidence is what makes a score defensible

A good rating can answer the question "how do you know?" It rests on
something real, work produced, tasks completed unsupervised, a person
trained, a result delivered, rather than a vague sense of how capable
someone seems. Evidence is what lets a score survive challenge, in a
development conversation, a promotion case, or an audit. A number you can
evidence is data; a number you cannot is a guess wearing a uniform.
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Consistency is the whole point

The reason to rate carefully is so that scores can be compared, between
people, across a team, and over time. That only works if a "3" means the
same thing no matter who assigned it or when. Achieving that takes two
disciplines: defined levels everyone scores against, and calibration so
different raters apply those levels the same way. Get consistency right and
the matrix becomes a measuring instrument; get it wrong and it is just a
collection of unrelated opinions.

—— WHY IT MATTERS NOW

Inflated or inconsistent scores guietly
poison the data

Every decision a skills matrix supports, training, allocation, gap analysis,
succession, inherits the quality of its ratings. Get the scoring wrong and
you do not just have bad numbers; you make confident decisions on a
false picture, which is worse than no picture at all.
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definitions rather
than vague scales.

The danger is subtle because inflated scores feel kind and inconsistent ones
look fine on the page. But a generous "3" that is really a "2" hides the very
gap the matrix exists to surface, and a scale read differently by each
manager makes the whole grid incomparable. The cure is not complicated:
define the levels, demand evidence, and calibrate the raters. Do that, and
every downstream decision rests on a picture that reflects reality. Skip it, and
you have automated your guesswork.
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—— THE METHODS

Four ways to rate a skill, and when to

use each

There is no single right method; the best assessments combine a few.

Each captures something the others miss, and knowing their strengths

and blind spots is how you choose the right mix.

METHOD 01

Self-assessment

The person rates their own skills.
Captures what a manager cannot see,
builds ownership, and opens the
development conversation, but tends
to inflate, so it is a starting point, not a
verdict.

METHOD 03

Peer / 360 feedback

Colleagues who work closely add a
rounded view, useful for collaborative
and behavioural skills the manager
sees less directly. Best as a
supplement, kept constructive.

METHOD 02

Manager assessment

The manager rates from observed
work and results. The external check
that corrects for over- and under-
confidence, most reliable when
grounded in evidence rather than
memory.

METHOD 04

Practical test / work sample

The person demonstrates the skill
directly, a task, a sample, an
observation. The hardest evidence of
all, ideal for high-stakes or regulated
skills where proof matters.

For most teams the workhorse is the combination of the first two: self-
assessment followed by manager validation, widely regarded as the gold
standard. The person rates themselves, the manager confirms or adjusts
against the evidence, and peer feedback or a practical test is added where a
skill is behavioural, specialised or high-risk. The art is not in finding one
perfect method; it is in combining them so each covers another's blind spot.

= THE SCALE BEHIND THE SCORES

The O to b capability framework

You cannot rate consistently without a defined scale, the reference every
score is matched against. This framework, developed by Dr Alex J.
Martin-Smith, gives each level a clear meaning, so a rating becomes a
judgement against a description rather than a personal opinion.
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No skill required or desired  excLupeb

No expectation that the person or role needs this skill within the next year.
Take a longer-term view here, and do not use this level for short-term
assessments. A O drops the skill out of that person's score entirely.

In training / Trainee  uercHTING 25%

Expected to be proficient within a year. Has completed up to 75% of training
and does not yet fully understand the quality requirements.

Developing capabilities wercHTING 50%

Has completed more than 75% of training. Can probably perform the task
alone, but consistent quality and productivity are not yet evidenced, so
complex output still needs checking or verification.

Capable WEIGHTING 75% - USUAL TARGET

Has completed 100% of training and shown consistent quality and
productivity. Can work unsupervised. This is the level most roles aim for, the
point at which a person genuinely counts on a skill.

Subject Matter Expert / Trainer  weicHTING 100%

Prolonged experience at a consistent quality and productivity level. Works
autonomously and can train others to a high standard. If the skill has not been
used in three months, drop back to Level 3 to reconfirm competence.

Strategic ownership / Leadership  wercHtIng 100%

Can define and develop new processes and skill requirements, show cross-
function expertise, and demonstrate leadership. Carries the same numeric
weight as Level 4; the purple flag highlights strategic capability and helps you
spot succession candidates.
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Rating against the definitions, not a feeling

With the levels defined, rating becomes a matching exercise: which
description fits the evidence? The clearest line to anchor on is Level 3,
"capable, works unsupervised, consistent quality". If the person reliably does
the work alone to standard, they are at least a 3; if their output still needs
checking, they are a 2; if they can train others, a 4. The weightings, Level 1=
25%, 2 =50%, 3 =75%, 4 and 5 = 100%, with O excluded, then turn the
agreed levels into a capability percentage.

A worked example. Match the evidence to the level for one skill:

Evidence "Runs the CRM daily, records consistently to
standard, needs no checking"

matched against the scale > consistent + unsupervised =
Level 3 (capable)

not a feeling about the person, a judgement against the

definition.

—— SEE IT IN PRACTICE

Self-rating meets manager validation

Here is the gold-standard method at work for one person. Aisha rates
herself; her manager rates her against the evidence; and the variance
between them, far from being a nuisance, is exactly where the useful
conversation happens. The agreed column is the validated result that
lands in the matrix.
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Skill Self Manager Variance Agreed

Complaint handling n 3 Self high
CRM / Salesforce & 3 Match
Data analysis 2 2 Match
Coaching others 2 Self low
Compliance (KYC) _ Match
Process improvement 3 2 Self high
Demand forecasting Match

match - no discussion needed self higher - check the evidence

self lower - hidden strength

4 skills matched first time, no conversation needed 3

gaps to talk through, two self-high, one hidden strength

lllustrative calibration on the Upleashed O to 5 framework. The agreed column is the manager-validated
result; self-assessment alone came out at 54% versus a validated 50%.

WHAT THE VARIANCE IS TELLING YOU

* Matches need no debate. Four of seven skills line up first time, so the
conversation can focus entirely on the three that differ, making the review
efficient as well as fair.

+ Self-high flags overconfidence. Aisha rated Complaint handling and
Process improvement a level above her manager. The evidence settles it: both
agree at the lower level, gently and with reasons.

+ Self-low surfaces hidden strength. She underrated Coaching at 1; her
manager has seen her coach effectively and lifts it to 2. Modesty was hiding a
real, useful capability.

* The agreed column is the data. Only the validated levels enter the matrix.
The result is evidence-based and owned by both, which is exactly why dual

assessment is trusted.

— WHAT DISTORTS A SCORE

The biases to rate against

Even well-intentioned raters are pulled off course by predictable biases.
Knowing them by name is the first defence; defined levels and evidence
are the second. Here are the common ones and how to counter each.



Bias What it does to scores How to counter it

Self-inflation People rate themselves Validate self-ratings against
above their demonstrated evidence and a manager view
level

Leniency / Generous scores that feel Anchor every score to the

kindness supportive but hide gaps level definition, not to how it

feels

Recency The latest event outweighs Rate on a body of evidence
months of typical over time, not the last thing
performance seen

Halo effect Strength in one skill inflates Score each skill
ratings on unrelated ones independently, against its own

definition

Central tendency Everyone clusters at the safe Use the full range; force the
middle, so the scale loses question "is there evidence for
meaning higher?"

None of these is a character flaw; they are how human judgement drifts
under pressure. That is precisely why the structure matters. Defined
behavioural levels give the rater something objective to anchor to, evidence
forces the "how do you know?" question, and calibration catches the drift
before it reaches the data. You will never remove bias entirely, but a well-built
rating process keeps it small enough that the scores still mean something.

—— GETTING CONSISTENCY

How to calibrate your raters

Calibration is the step most teams skip and most regret skipping. It is
simply making sure every rater reads the scale the same way, before the
scores go into the matrix. Five short steps do it.



Define the levels in plain words first

Before anyone scores, make sure each level has a clear,
observable description for the skills being rated. Raters cannot
be consistent against a vague scale. The O to 5 definitions are
the starting point; sharpen them for your specific skills where
needed.

Score a few people together

Get the raters in a room and score two or three real,
anonymised examples as a group. Where they disagree, talk it
through until they share one reading of what each level looks

like. This single session removes most inconsistency.

Run self plus manager assessment

Have each person self-assess, then the manager rate against
the evidence. Keep both visible. The comparison is the engine of
a fair rating, and the variance flags exactly where to look closer.

Resolve the gaps with evidence

Where self and manager differ, discuss it against the evidence,
not seniority or volume of opinion. Agree the level that the
evidence supports. Large or frequent gaps may point to a
visibility problem worth addressing in its own right.

Re-rate on a cycle

Skills change, so ratings date. Re-score on a regular cadence,
quarterly works well for many teams, and whenever someone
completes training or takes on new work. Currency is part of

accuracy.

—— AVOID THESE
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Six mistakes when rating skills

MISTAKE 01 MISTAKE 02
Rating without definitions Relying on self-assessment
Scoring from gut feel makes alone

numbers incomparable. Match every
rating to a defined, observable level.

Self-ratings inflate. Use them to start
the conversation, then validate
against evidence and a manager

view.
MISTAKE 03 MISTAKE 04
Skipping calibration Scoring from memory
Uncalibrated raters score the same Recency bias lets the last event
work differently. A short shared- dominate. Rate on a body of evidence
scoring session fixes most of it. over time, not the latest impression.
MISTAKE 05 MISTAKE 06
Being kind, not accurate Rating once and never again
Generous scores hide the gaps the Skills grow and fade. A score set a
matrix exists to find. Anchor to the year ago and never revisited quietly
definition, not to how it feels. becomes fiction.
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—— MAKE RATING EFFORTLESS

The method is free. A ready-made
matrix just makes fair scoring simple.

Everything here works in a blank spreadsheet, and that is a fine
place to start. A purpose-built template removes the friction: the O
to 5 levels come defined, self and manager ratings sit side by side,
the variance is easy to see, and every agreed score rolls straight
into capability and coverage analytics, so calibration is quick and
the data stays trustworthy.

The Advanced Excel Skills Matrix comes with the O to 5 levels defined and the analytics
built in, so well-rated scores turn into capability and coverage insight automatically, on the
same framework used throughout this guide.

TRY LT [FREE

£0

The online 5x5
builder maps a
small team in
your browser, with
no sign-up. See
defined levels in
action.

MOST POPULAR

SISk

The full Excel
template: defined
O to 5 levels, heat
map and
analytics, up to
30 people and 30
skills. One-off,
yours forever.

WHEN YOU ARE

READY

£l

Upgrade to
PulseAl in your
first year for a
living, web and
mobile version
with Al skill
suggestions and
reminders.




—— COMMON QUESTIONS

Quick answers

() How should | rate employee skills?

Score each person against each skill on one clearly defined scale, backed by evidence
of what they can do. The most reliable approach is dual assessment: the person self-
rates, the manager validates against the evidence, and any gap between the two is
discussed and resolved before the agreed level enters the matrix.

() What is the best skills assessment method?

For most teams, self-assessment combined with manager validation is the gold
standard. Self-assessment captures what the manager cannot see and builds
ownership; manager assessment provides the external check. Add peer or 360
feedback for behavioural skills, and a practical test for high-stakes or regulated ones.

() Why does the gap between self and manager ratings matter?

Because the gap is diagnostic. A self-rating well above the manager's may signal
overconfidence or a visibility problem; one below may reveal a hidden strength or
modesty. Either way, the difference shows exactly where to focus the conversation,
which is why keeping both visible is so useful.

(Q What is rater calibration?

It is making sure every rater applies the scale the same way, so a "3" means the same
regardless of who scored it. The simplest method is to score a few real examples
together as a group, discuss any disagreements, and align on what each level looks
like before rating the wider team.

(Q How do | avoid bias when rating skills?

Anchor every score to a defined, observable level, insist on evidence, and use dual
assessment so no single view dominates. Watch for the common biases, self-inflation,
leniency, recency, the halo effect and central tendency, and let calibration catch the
drift before it reaches the data.

() How often should skills be re-rated?

Re-rate on a regular cycle, quarterly suits many teams, and whenever someone
finishes training or takes on new work. Skills grow and fade, so currency is part of
accuracy; a rating set once and never revisited slowly stops reflecting reality.

SKI LLSVATRI XTEMPLATE. COM HOW TO RATE EMPLOYEE SKILLS PACE 12 / 14



—— ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Dr Alex J. Martin-Smith

CMGR - MBA - LLM - DBA

Alex is the creator of the Upleashed capability framework

that powers Skills Matrix Template, the award-winning
Excel skills matrix. A Chartered Manager with an MBA, an
LLM and a doctorate in business administration, he has
spent more than two decades helping operations, HR and
quality teams turn capability from a gut feel into
something they can measure, manage and prove.

Connect on LinkedIn: linkedin.com/in/alexmartinsmith

A

Dr Alex J. Martin-Smith

—— SOURCES

Gartner. (2024). Talent management research: Workforce skills data. Gartner.

Martin-Smith, A. J. (n.d.). The O to 5 capability framework. Upleashed Limited.
https://upleashed.com/capability-framework/

World Economic Forum. (2025). The future of jobs report 2025. World Economic Forum.

Score it once, score it right.

You now have the method. The quickest way to start is to define your

levels this week, have one team self-assess, then validate each score

against the evidence together. Where self and manager differ is where
the most useful conversation of the whole review is waiting.

Try the free 5x5 builder > Get the template, £199

Award-winning method - 148,000+ teams - instant download - single-team licence
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Skills Matrix Template — the award-winning Excel skills matrix by Upleashed. skillsmatrixtemplate.com
Powered by Upleashed Limited - upleashed.com
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