Performance Management

 PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT SYSTEMS: THE ENGINE FOR STRATEGIC PLANNING

by Vincent Zirpoli

Formal strategic planning has been in vogue for a number of years.  However for most organizations, such planning has had little effect in bringing to fruition the future it promises.  The reason; strategic planners as well as the leadership of most organizations involved give little or no thought to their performance management systems.  Yet, an organization’s performance management systems are what power its ability to meet the goals and objectives of the strategic plan.  Developing a strategic plan without considering the powering source is like buying a Ferrari racing car (the strategic plan), without realizing it has a dune buggy engine in it (the performance management system), and then expecting to win the Daytona 500.

Performance management systems encompass the spectrum of activities that members of an organization routinely employ to monitor and evaluate progress toward  annual operational objectives. In reality, these annual operational objectives should form the first year of a organization’s strategic plan.  In organizations where this is understood, there is a direct correlation between the annual objectives through which people are managed and the vision, mission, goals and objectives of the strategic plan. 

All organizations utilize performance management systems. With some its almost an unconscious system (or systems) that evolved from a laissez faire approach to the management activities required to get the bottom line.  In such cases the major focus of the company is the bottom line. Performance management in these organizations is re-active to bottom line results and thus at times coercive.
With others, the system is deliberately developed in an effort to raise to a visible level the controllable activities leading to the bottom line. Therefore the focus is broader in that it is expanded to include not only end results but also the actions required to get the desired results. This approach permits the company to monitor activities and influence end results through coaching and development.  Indeed, it’s the lack of the latter approach which causes most strategic plans to end up being exercises in futility.

A organization’s performance management systems are what power its ability to meet the goals and objectives of the strategic plan.

As indicated above, in some form or another all organizations utilize performance management systems.  The number of components involved in these systems vary.  However, my experience has shown that the most effective systems have six components: a communication vehicle, objectives and accomplishments, frequent feedback of results and related activities, measurement, reinforcement, and coaching.  Let's take a look at them individually.

The Communication Vehicle

An effective communication vehicle that I have used with numerous clients is called the Personal Development Interview.  The Personal Development Interview (P.D.I.) is a regularly scheduled one on one meeting with direct reports through which progress, growth  and development can take place in a timely, and motivating manner.  It is within this interview that the other major components of the performance management system are employed on a regular basis. 
The Personal Development Interview is a highly structured and motivational encounter designed to permit the  manager and employee to intelligently review and evaluate progress toward agreed upon objectives.  In addition, it provides an opportunity for the manager to create a motivating environment in which the employee sees job related activities as a means for satisfying personal  needs.
The regularity of the meeting is the key to its' success. The very fact that an individual meets with his/her manager on a scheduled  basis to discuss progress toward the accomplishment of specified objectives can have a dramatic impact on keeping the individual  focused on objectives.  The frequency of the interview is directly related to the degree of  change.  Weekly meetings maximize the effectiveness of these  interviews although monthly ones are common. Quarterly, semi-annual and annual meetings have little effect on changing behavior and are more like performance evaluation sessions.  

Motivation theorists tell us that achievement and the recognition of that achievement are strong motivators.  They also indicate that recognition, as a motivator is most effective  for increasing the frequency of an action when it is given close to the  achievement.  In other words, the longer the period of time between achievement and recognition, the less potent a motivator the recognition becomes.

Also, performance problems are easier to correct when they are identified close to when they occur because training or coaching can be  given immediately to correct them.  Perhaps the most important reason for holding frequent P.D.I.'s is the feeling of importance and security it gives to every employee to know that they will have the opportunity on a routine basis to communicate with their supervisors and get the support they need.  Many managers "cop out" on such meetings with statements such as "I'm so busy I do not have time to meet with my people on a  routinely scheduled basis.”  However, in reality very few managers can say that they don’t already talk with employees on a weekly basis. To the contrary, they often spend more time in meaningless conversations than the  meeting would take.

Objectives and Accomplishments

Objectives and accomplishments form the foundation of a performance management system.   The term "performance management" suggests that performance is being  managed toward some specific objective (s) or end result.  Without  objectives there is no need to manage performance.  Most objectives are based on quality and quantity.  However,  each one must be specific and have a time date for its'  accomplishment.  Without these two factors, measurement, another  important component  would not be effective. 

Indeed it is this time date which determines the kind as well as the  intensity of activities or action steps required to bring the  objectives to fruition.

While the step of setting objectives is important, it is the only effective step that some organizations take when implementing a  performance management system.  From that point on it goes downhill as a result of insufficient follow up.  They review progress on either a quarterly, or semi-annual basis and in some cases only at  the end of the year.  This caliber of performance management is akin to driving an  automobile by focusing on the rear view mirror.  Corrective action  is based more on where we've been, rather than where we want to go.   Even more importantly, such action is often too late to change  results.

Frequent Feedback of Results and Related Activities 

An effective performance management system recognizes that it is a combination  of the end results and the controllable activities that lead toward the end results that must be managed. People do not control the end result objectives for which they are held  accountable.  Rather, they control the activities that lead to such objectives.  Therefore, trying to manage just end results, which are the fruit of controllable activities, creates pressure which is not  conducive to growth.

Six Components of an Effective Performance Management System

· A communication vehicle

· Objectives and accomplishments

· Frequent feedback of results and related activities

· Measurement

· Reinforcement

· Coaching

This is not to suggest that end results are unimportant.  However,  to foster growth, management must learn to manage related activities that result in progress  toward or the accomplishment of the desired end results.  Since one does not want activities for the sake of activities but rather those that lead to results, the quality of such activities must be scrutinized by the manager on an on-going basis.

What activities should the manager supervise?  Preceding every end  result  are a number of activities that must be engaged in, in  order to achieve that end result.  If there are no identifiable steps  to be taken by the individual or team being held accountable for an  objective, then either the steps have already been taken (by the  objective seeker or someone else) and now its just a matter of time  that brings the objective to a realization;  or, the objective is already accomplished, in which case it should  no longer be an objective.

The dictionary defines objective as "something worked toward or  striven for;  goal."  Indeed, identifiable controllable activities  are what is encompassed by the "work or striving."  These activities  and their relationship to the end results (objectives) are what must  be considered when managing individual employees or teams.

Controllable activities hold opportunities germane to the self  fulfillment needed for productive and happy employees.  However,  both achieved and planned activities  must be evaluated by the manager to create growth opportunities as well as to measure  progress.

Measurement

Achievement of goals and objectives can be determined in one of two ways, by gaining such goals/objectives or by measurement of the  progress toward them.   In either case, there can be no achievement without specific objectives.

The intensity of progress toward goals and objectives is catalyzed  by time dates associated with the objectives.  Any type of measurement  requires absolutes.  Rulers and other standard measuring devices  measure absolutes and not relatives. Specific objectives and time dates  are the necessary absolutes for measuring progress.  Without these  absolutes, progress is relative, unmanageable, and can not be used  to facilitate development.

Reinforcement

Behavior modification principles form the foundation for the  reinforcement portion of a performance management system.  The three  basic principals of behavior modification are as follows:

All behavior is a function of its' consequence.

Behavior followed by a positive consequence tends to increase in frequency. 

Behavior followed by a negative consequence tends to decrease in frequency.



The secret to making the tactic of reinforcement effective is  recognizing that the strategy of "catching people doing things  right" must permeate the organization. When managers manage by exception, that exception usually results in  catching people doing things wrong.  Such a strategy can only result  in creating a negative atmosphere, inhibit initiative and stymie growth.  From the employees perspective, picture the frame of mind one would have when many more right than wrong things are done but the  boss only seems to see the wrong ones.

To foster growth, management must learn to manage related activities that result in progress  toward or the accomplishment of the desired end results.

Indeed, if the managers job is not to catch people doing things  right and reinforce those things, then we don't need managers.  One of the definitions of management is getting things done through  people.  To get things done through people, the manager must create an atmosphere in which they can see what the manager wants done as  the vehicle of conveyance to the satisfaction of their personal  needs. To create this atmosphere requires the manager to interact  with his people at a higher level than what is called for when managing by  exception.

Coaching

One of the major purposes of the feedback system is to catch people doing things right.  However, if it's an effective system it will  also show where people are doing things wrong and thereby identify  areas requiring coaching.

The manager's coaching efforts should foster empowerment. It is important to recognize that the manager's role in coaching in not that of a know-it-all guru, but rather as a facilitator of growth.  Solutions, actions steps, and decisions relating to the achievement of objectives should be made by the employee with the guidance of the manager. When solutions come out of the interviewee's mouth regarding the personal behavior change required to achieve objectives; behavior begins to change. 

Coaching is most effective when one recognizes that unless negative  motivation is employed (which is counter productive over the long  term) behavior does not change in fell swoops but rather in  insignificant increments.  Given this fact, there is a correlation between the frequency of coaching meetings and the rapidity of change.  In addition, as the frequency of coaching increases there is also a  reduction in resistance to change.  This is extremely important to  managing work forces of the future which will have to live with  continuous change in order to take advantage of the changing needs  of the marketplace.

In summary, the six components of a performance management system combine to direct the efforts of personnel toward the accomplishment of the company objectives and the fulfillment of its strategic plan.  However,  just as important,  the system results in the continuous development of personnel which is a primary requirement for preparing them for an even more rapidly changing future environment. (
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