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output and, in the process, identify ways in which skills can he enhanced.

By Edward ). Cripe
Workitect, Inc.

hat do most people think of when

they hear the term “performance

management?” For many, it signi-

fies an unpleasant performance appraisal

session - as a giver or receiver. The next

thing that may come to mind is the paper-

work-intensive, ineffective system that gets

in the way of employees doing the “real
work” of an organization,

Even if a company has a seemingly effec-
tive performance management system, it
probably is still not a system with which
everyone is completely satisfied.

This is an area, however, that has been
studied extensively - almost to death.
Countless books and articles have been writ-

len about performance management and
performance appraisal. “New, improved”
systems have been launched in many orga-
nizations. At the top, executives may ex-
press satisfaction with their systems. But at
lower levels, the same cynicism and dissat-
isfaction that once-used systems generated
still may exist. In many organizations, hope
for an effective system has been replaced by
acceptance of an imperfect system.

Is it possible to find an effective perfor-
mance management system - one that is
mativating rather than demotivating? Many
organizations are experimenting with sys-
tems that provide new approaches to per-
formance management.

Defining Performance Management

Challenges associated with performance
management initially include defining and
understanding the term. Performance man-
agement is much broader than performance
appraisal. It encompasses the entire process
of improving and sustaining human perfor-
mance throughout an organization. Collec-
tively, the performance of individuals
determines that of teams, departments and,
ultimately, the entire enterprise.

How do organizations become successful
and sustain success over time? Many have
embraced a series of management fads, with
limited success. Others have innovated new
approaches tailored to their cultures and
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business needs. They follow basic common-
sense principles about performance of
people and organizations. Leaders of these
organizations know people cannot be effec-
tivee unless:

m They know what they are supposed to
do.

m They are capable of doing it.

m They receive feedback on how they are
doing,

Organization leaders may put it in differ-
ent language or do it intuitively, often not
putting it down in writing. That may be a
part of the culture of their company. If they
do put it in writing, it might appear like
Figure 1,

Examining Performance

Individuals function like human perfor-
mance systems. They receive input, and
then they use competencies to generate out-
puts. In a business setting, inputs come from
internal or external customers, and they
need to be accompanied by direction on
what is required and access to the required
resources, As performers, employees need
the necessary competencies ( i.e,, the mental
and physical capabilities, and the skills,
knowledge, attitude and motivation) to per-
form.

Appropriate consequences for the results
employees produce also are needed. They
need consequences or rewards —
for example, a pal on the back
for "doing it right.” For not do-
ing it right, they need negative
consequences. Standards or cri-
teria for evaluating performance
need to be consistent and sound.
For example, is the same
“benchmark” or measurement
applied to each person? Finally,
do employees receive feedback
on how they did? This system
applies to the performance of a
group of individuals who make
up a team or an entire organiza-
tion. Individuals need to work
together Lo create results. [ssues
such as group processes, strat-
egy, information flow and work
processes need to be managed
for the team to be productive.

Figure
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If an employee considers performance in
these terms, he or she can probably deter-
mine the cause of most positive and nega-
tive experiences in his or her personal and
professional life. For example, if being a top
performer means that an employee has the
really critical projects that require extra
work hours, that person may perceive this
as positive reinforcement if he or she likes
the recognition and opportunity for addi-
tional compensation. However, if the per-
former dislikes working more hours, he or
she may view the reinforcement as negative,
How emplovees perceive the consequences
of what they do will affect their perfor-
mance, Keep in mind that employees gener-
ally avoid unpleasant consequences and
seek out pleasant consequences.

Making It Work

The basic principles of performance
management may seem simple, but translat-
ing them into action within the organization
is not quite as simple. If it were, there would
be more success stories to report. The ques-
tion remains: how can practitioners make
performance management work? Following
are several valuable assumptions:
m What a person measures is what he or she
gets. If an organization wants’ lo improve
market share, innovation, customer satisfac-
tion, quality and people management,

practitioners should measure individuals’
specific contributions and reward them on
the contribution.

People need clear direction and objec-

tives that align with corporate and depart-
ment. Appropriate consequences for
performance or nonperformance need to
happen. Many organizations discarded
management-by-objectives principles,
which offered some of these advantages,
when poorly implemented programs were
shelved.
m Performance appraisal is a Jniman process.
The process requires trust, caring and the
courage to be honest and suffer unpleasant
consequences. Managers who are honest
may have to deal with an upset, angry or
demoralized emplovee. An honest em-
ployee may upset a boss or learn something
he or she did not necessarily want to learn,
Many HR practitioners want to focus on the
precision of the rating, the quality of the
wrilten appraisal and goals, and the fact that
the feedback session was conducted in the
right environment and ended on a positive
note. The appraisal portion of the perfor-
mance management process still is the most
difficult part of everyone's job and is
avoided whenever possible. It may be safe
to assume thal the only time an employee
wants to know where he or she stands is
when things are well.

PERFORMANCE MODEL
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m Appraisals cannot be totally objective. It is
difficult for a supervisor to be an indepen-
dent observer of performance. A supervisor
has a great deal of influence over an
employee’s goals, the support, resources,
consequences and feedback provided. Yet
as humans, supervisors bring their views,
biases and internal standards with them to
the workplace. This makes it difficult for
employees working for different supervi-
sors to be judged by the same criteria. While
a competency-based system helps to stan-
dardize the criteria, it is still impossible to
make the process totally objective.

m  End-of-the-year appraisals should contain no
surprises, Evervone agrees with the state-
ment, yet surprises occur. Avoiding sur-
prises requires ongoing coaching and
periodic progress reviews where employees
and supervisors discuss and agree on an
assessment of performance for the past
quarter, month or week. Posting of perfor-
mance measures and results for depart-
ments, teams and individuals opens the
system and provides real-time feedback that
can stimulate performance.

m A good system hinges on trust. If people do
not trust their supervisors or senior man-
agement, the performance management sys-
tem will be viewed as not being in the best
interests of employees. If trust is lacking,
corrective action needs to be taken at the
time of or before a performance manage-
ment effort. An analysis through interviews,
focus groups or surveys can help uncover
the source of distrust and possible solutions.
Embracing performance management is as
unnatural as embracing any form of change.
Listen to concerns and respond honestly.

m A competency-based system integrates devel-
opment, selection, succession planning and com-
pensation. Developing job competency
models for key positions tends to cast per-
formance management in a positive, for-
ward-looking, developmental light. Each
person knows the key competencies re-
quired for superior performance in their
current and desired jobs, and they receive
coaching and guidance from others on im-
proving one to three competencies each
year. Focus is on improvement — for ex-
ample, “How can I become more competent
to reach my goals?” Competencies provide
a common language to discuss performance
and help integrate other key HR processes.
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Effective Performance Management

There are several guidelines for effective
performance management, including iden-
tifying who designs the system, its flexibil-
ity, role of coaching and goals, use by top
management and interrelation between pro-
cesses and employee understanding,

The system needs to be designed by the
users — managers and employees. Technical
correciness is compromised on behalf of
ownership and buy-in by users and fits with
the company’s culture and ways of doing
business. The more people involved in the
design of the system, the better. One ap-
proach is to use a “whole systems” approach
and get all users together to help design the
system. The next best approach is a task
force made up of representatives of all ma-
jor employee groups, with each person re-
sponsible for getting input of groups
represented. All line and staff functions
should be represented.

Next, the system should be flexible, dy-
namic and uvser friendly. Goals should be
able to be easily modified. Concentrate on
building a good foundation before consider-
ing incorporating enhancements such as
open-book management, multisource feed-
back and computer software. Many organi-
zations want to design the “perfect system.”
While design is important, remember that
the forms are only tools to help the process
be more effective. For example, the number
of rating categories are not as important as
the quality of feedback. Some organizations
have eliminated numerical ratings to pre-
vent the focus from being shifted from
coaching to rating. Beginning with job com-
petency models helps to keep focus on im-
provement of specific skills and knowledge
related to superior performance,

Emphasis needs to be placed on coach-
ing to help individuals develop new compe-
tencies and improve performance,
Opportunities to obtain the competencies
needed to coach and be coached are pro-
vided. Coaching can become a daily habit.
The objective of any performance manage-
ment process should be to get supervisors
and subordinates talking regularly about
performance issues. During or after a small
or large project or task, supervisors/coaches
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should tell employees what was done well
and what could have been done better. Start
by asking employees for their own self-as-
sessments. Teach managers to use a step-by-
step coaching process, (See Figure 2.) A good
analogy is the kind of coaching provided to
athletic teams. Athletes recetve immediate
feedback, both positive and negative. Can
you imagine players on a basketball team
only receiving feedback in writing at the end
of a season? Athletes expect frequent feed-
back just as high performance and winning

are expected. Why can't organizations
achieve the same kind of culture in business?
One reason is that measures of performance
in business are often vague and open to inter-
pretation. Athletes, on the other hand, are
evaluated on concrete, observable statistical
measures,

Job goals need to be measurable and can
be qualified, and competency development
goals need to be specific and observable, Al-
though this principle is widely accepted,
many organizations resist or ignore it.



Jointly establishing job and competency
development goals is tough work. To not do
so may result in lost productivity and time.

Use by top management also is critical.
Management expresses a commitment by us-
ing the same system in a way that is a model
for others. It is perceived as a key manage-
ment process, not an HR program. One of the
first things examined when reviewing a per-
formance management system is the process
used by senior management. It often is dif-
ferent than what is required of the rest of the
emplovee population. The same reasons per-
formance management does not work at an
organization’s middle and lower levels also
occur at the senior level. Executives are un-
comfortable sitting down with subordinates
and providing feedback. The process may be
seen by executives as an HR-driven program
— rather than as a key management process.
If executives understand that performance
management is “a lever” to carry out the
business strategy and business objectives, to
set and review budgets, and to ensure that
needed talent is available to meet future
needs, then it will be practiced at the senior
levels in a way that is a model for everyone
else in the organization.

Feedback and coaching, performance rat-
ing, performance appraisal, potential rating,
succession planning and pay determination
are separate but related processes. Perfor-
mance ratings may be useful in determining
pay distribution, and pay should be based on
performance. Discussions about pay should
not be done in the same meeting in which
performance or career plans are discussed,
however. Otherwise, the employee’s interest
is centered on money. Combining discus-
sions about career plans, succession planning
and potential ratings is appropriate.

Employees understand the system, their
roles, and their significance to the organiza-
tion and themselves. The “what is in it for
me?" question needs to be answered. Em-
ployees are empowered to ask for feedback
and help. The new employment contract
places more accountability and responsibil-
ity for performance and career progress with
employees. Organizations and supervisors
provide support, resources, feedback and

coaching. As a result, effective performance
management requires more than just train-
ing and involvement of managers. Employ-
ees need to be empowered and provided
training on how to ask for help and feed-
back, how to write goal statements, and how
to understand their role in the big picture -
the alignment of their goals and organiza-
tion goals. The “learning organization”
touted by many companies requires that all
employees thoroughly understand and try
and improve performance and their poten-
tial to make additional contributions.

Successful Implementation

Performance management can be im-
proved in most organizations with a few
basic, common-sense principles. These prin-
ciples also can help make performance man-
agement a good source of motivation. Since
performance management is a human pro-
cess, however, following a prescribed for-
mula will not satisfy employees in all
situations. Managers are not clinical psy-
chologists, and people do not like to give or
receive bad news about performance. Su-
pervisors cannot anticipate reaction to a
coaching discussion — even one done well,

When establishing performance manage-
ment, it is essential to plan well, implement
and follow up on results. Keep in mind,
however, that perfection is unattainable. Po-
sition performance management as an on-
going change process that requires routine
adjustments and maodifications. Organiza-
tions should experiment by trying out new
approaches in selected departments or
teams. For example, if an organization uses
team-based structures, it should integrate
team performance measures and feedback.
There are many ways to do so effectively.

Keep in mind that innovation and ex-
perimentation are essential to the process of
finding a system that works for an organiza-
tion and its culture.
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