
Boosting 
Your Own 
Performance 

I N T H I S A R T I C L E 

Individual Career Development. 
Time Management. Goal Setting 

How can you become a star performer at work? By setting 

goals, becoming empowered, managing time wisely, limiting 

your commitments, and knowing your options. 

B Y N E A L W H I T T F, N 

As work e n v i r o n m e n t s rapidly 
c h a n g e , p e o p l e a l s o m u s t 
c h a n g e t h e i r t h i n k i n g . Of 

c o u r s e , n o e m p l o y e e is i n d i s p e n s -
a b l e . But y o u c a n m a k e y o u r s e l f 
more valuable. 

As you perform your job each day, 
you have to make many choices. You 
can make them more confidently and 
consistently if you apply this s imple 
yet p o w e r f u l c o n c e p t : B e h a v e as if 
you o w n the business . Whether you 
work for a company with five employ-
ees or 5,000, you must make decisions 
with the conviction that your contribu-
tions count. That's called "ownership." 

O n e aspect of ownersh ip is setting 
goals . C h o o s e goa l s that a re impor-
tant to you. not to s o m e o n e else. Re-
member that achieving them will take 
your effort and sacrifices. 

D o n ' t let the f o l l o w i n g s c e n a r i o 
apply to you: 

C o - w o r k e r 1: "So, w h a t a re y o u r 
goals?" 

Co-worker 2: "I'm not sure. But I'd 

l ike to t ake on m o r e respons ib i l i ty 
and be promoted." 

Co-worker 1: "Do you think you're 
headed in the right direction?" 

C o - w o r k e r 2: "Well. I'm k e e p i n g 
busy . I f igure that I'll k n o w w h a t I 
want to d o w h e n I see it." 

Co-worker 1: "Have you seen it?" 
Co-worker 2: "I don' t think so." 
Unfortunately, a lot of employees 

put as little effort into career planning 
as the s e c o n d w o r k e r in that exam-
ple. If you don' t know w h e r e you're 
h e a d e d , d o n ' t b e s u r p r i s e d — a n d 
don' t b lame others—if you never get 
there. 

Why d o so many peop le fail to set 
w o r k a n d c a r e e r goa ls? T y p i c a l l y , 
they say that t hey ' r e t oo busy wi th 
current ass ignments , that they're too 
old, that their managers will look af-
ter t h e m , o r tha t t h e r e ' s t o o m u c h 
c o m p e t i t i o n . A n d p e o p l e t e n d to 
progress to the next highest job level 
anyway, without having set goals. 

If you h a v e n ' t set goa l s b e c a u s e 

you don ' t want more responsibil i ty, 
beware . It's likely that you will have 
to take on more responsibility just to 
k e e p your current job. In a competi-
tive marketp lace , employe r s tend to 
raise thei r s t a n d a r d s for a c c e p t a b l e 
performance. 

If you 're hoping that your boss will 
l ook o u t fo r y o u , d o n ' t . M a n a g e r s 
have t o o m a n y p r o b l e m s and pres-
sures to spend time mapping roads to 
success for their staff. The re a re ex-
ceptions. but most people don't work 
for exceptions. 

O n c e y o u ' v e e s t a b l i s h e d y o u r 
goals, deve lop them into a vision by 
iden t i fy ing the d e c i s i o n s a n d tasks 
that will get you where you want to 
go . D e s c r i b e y o u r vis ion in o n e or 
t w o sen tences , bo th verbally and in 
wri t ing. Write in the p r e s e n t t ense . 
Say, I am"—not "I want to become." 

Here are some examples: 
i "I 'm a full p r o f e s s o r at a pres t i -
gious university and a recognized au-
thor of a best-selling book on family 
economics . I'm in high d e m a n d as a 
speaker and consultant" ( f rom an un-
dergraduate student) . 
I "I'm a successful project manager 
of the most profitable products in the 
c o m p a n y . My o r g a n i z a t i o n cons is -
tently has the highest morale and pro-
d u c t i v i t y in t h e i n d u s t r y , a n d t h e 
biggest breakthroughs" (from a junior 
engineer) . 
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I "I'm ihe training director of a highly 
respected and progressive consulting 
company" (from an assistant trainer). 

Display your vision where you can 
see it often. List the steps that will help 
you attain it. including the time frames, 
the milestones by which to measure 
your progress, and the promotions or 
la tera l c a r e e r m o v e s you h o p e to 
achieve in the next two to five years. 
Last, make your vision known to peo-
ple around you so that they can help 
you if possible. It also might inspire 
them to perceive you in a new light. 
Revisit your vision every- six months to 
decide whether it's still desirable. 

It 's poss ib le that you may neve r 
reach your u l t imate goals , d e s p i t e 
your determination and good inten-
tions. So, you should also try to enjoy 
the pursuit. Along the way, you may 
find that you gain knowledge and ex-
perience, and that you have many ac-
complishments. 

Time is of the essence 
There is usually a direct relationship 
b e t w e e n how well p e o p l e m a n a g e 
their time and how successful they are 
in achieving their d reams and goals 
and meeting day-to-day commitments. 

Heed the words of Denis Waitley 
in his b o o k . The Joy of Working: 
"Time is an equa l -oppo r tun i t y em-
ployer. Each human being has exactly 
the same number of hours and min-
utes every day. Rich people can't buy 
m o r e hours ; sc ient is ts can't invent 
new minutes. And you can't save time 
to spend it on ano ther day. Success 
d e p e n d s upon using time wisely, by 
planning and setting priorities." 

O n e way to use your t ime m o r e 
productively is to apply the 80/20 rule: 
Spend 80 percent of your time on the 
20 percent of your work load that is 
most important. 

Make a list of the things you need 
or want to do. one item to a line. In-
clude both short-term and long-term 
objectives. Each week, create a sepa-
rate mini-list of the activities you must 
begin or complete by the next week. 
Des igna te the day that you plan to 
work on each activity. 

Each morning, review the items to 
be taken care of that day. Do the im-
portant o n e s first. Many p e o p l e d o 
the least important tasks first to get 
them out of the way. But it's usually 
better to be late on several low-priori-

ty tasks than to be late on one high-
priority item. As you complete each 
activity, d raw a line through it. You 
can add any new items that arise to 
your main list or to a mini-list. 

Using this approach helps you re-
m e m b e r your ob jec t ives and gives 
you a sense of accomplishment when 
you complete each task. 

Timely t ips 
Here are some tips to help you boost 
your daily work performance: 
Focus on one task. Once you begin an 
ac t iv i ty , try to c o m p l e t e it b e f o r e 
jumping to ano the r one . Each time 
you interrupt a task, you lose produc-
tivity when you start it again and have 
to get back up-to-speed. 
Procras t ina te on projects . Procrasti-
nation can be a powerful time saver. 
It's efficient lo complete activities just 
b e f o r e they ' r e d u e , as long as you 
have a built-in cont ingency plan for 
unexpec ted occurrences . This lip is 
especially effect ive for p e o p l e w h o 
are more creative and productive un-
der the gun. Remember Parkinson's 
Law: Work e x p a n d s to fill the t ime 
available for its completion. 
Ret r ieve informat ion quickly. Make 
sure you use an information-storage 
system (electronic or other) that al-
l o w s you to r e t r i e v e i n f o r m a t i o n 
quickly. Keep reference materials and 
f r e q u e n t l y ca l l ed p h o n e n u m b e r s 
close at hand . Your work envi ron-
ment should be arranged for produc-
tivity first and appearance last. 
Discard irrelevant i tems. Don't be a 
pack rat. Get rid of materials that you 
don't use or that are easily accessible 
elsewhere. The lack of clutter can help 
you concentrate. But don't make your-
self anxious by tossing out something 
that you think you may miss later on. 
Combine t a sks . Make the best use of 
time away from your work environ-
ment. For instance, try to pick up your 
mail , c h e c k the c o m p a n y bu l le t in 
board, get a cup of coffee, and confer 
with co-workers all in one trip. 
Review once . Once a day. set aside 
some time to review your mail, prefer-
ably soon after it arrives so that you 
can react quickly to urgent matters. 
Organize your mail. Divide your mail 
into three stacks: essential, interest-
ing, and unnecessary. Essential mail is 
mail that you must act on. Add it to 
your to-do list. Interesting, but not es-

sential. mail includes such •'extracur-
ricular'' reading as trade journals. Un-
necessary mail can go directly into 
the recycling bin. 
Re tu rn c a l l s e f f i c i e n t l y . Set a s i d e 
some time near the end of the day to 
return p h o n e calls. Or, return calls 
w h e n you h a v e a f ew minu t e s be-
tween meetings. 
Set aside private time. If you're con-
centrating on a project, close your of-
fice door except for about six inches. 
That sends the message that you ' re 
too busy to be interrupted for unim-
por tan t th ings but that y o u ' r e still 
avai lable if necessary . If you don ' t 
want any interruptions, close the door 
all the way and post a note. 
Save t ime in new ways. Every work-
p lace has its o w n ways to m a n a g e 
time. Create a personal list of time-
saving tips and ask co-workers to add 
their ideas. 

Enlightened empowerment 
Many managers say that the reason 
for dwindling profits is that employ-
ees resist being empowered. Perhaps. 
But the other side of the coin is that 
many companies don't provide train-
ing on empowerment so that employ-
ees understand it or know how to im-
plement it. 

Typically, e m p l o y e e s w h o don ' t 
p r ac t i ce e m p o w e r m e n t give t he se 
reasons: 
> "I don't understand my job." 
I "I don' t understand what empow-
erment means." 
I "1 don't feel that my manager has 
empowered me." 
> "I think that my manager w o u l d 
feel threatened." 
I "I'm afraid to make decisions and 
take risks. 1 might be fired." 
» "I don't think I can make a differ-
ence." 

Most p e o p l e p lay it s a fe . T h e y 
don' t stretch themselves. They don' t 
create opportunities for themselves or 
for their compan ies . When was the 
last time your manager reprimanded 
you for exceeding your authority? If 
you haven ' t caused management to 
take note of your actions, you proba-
bly aren't empowered. 

Empowerment means understand-
ing y o u r job, t ak ing o w n e r s h i p of 
your job, and doing what is necessary 
to accomplish your job, within legal 
and ethical parameters. 
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U n d e r s t a n d your j ob . C o m m u n i c a t e 
wi th your m a n a g e r a b o u t your job. 
You mus t u n d e r s t a n d it b e f o r e you 
can succeed at it. It's a lso impor tant 
to k n o w w h e r e your manager d raws 
the line b e t w e e n e m p o w e r m e n t and 
i n s u b o r d i n a t i o n . Don ' t a s s u m e that 
you k n o w . A d ia logue b e t w e e n you 
a n d y o u r m a n a g e r c a n s t r e n g t h e n 
your relationship and gain his or her 
support for your empowermen t . 
Take ownership . Managers should be 
responsible for creating and support-
ing a productive, safe work environ-
ment; nonmanagers should make most 
of t h e t echn ica l a n d b u s i n e s s dec i -
sions. Nonmanager s should have the 
o p p o r t u n i t y , responsibi l i ty , and ac-
countability for implementing the day-
to-day tasks that m o v e the bus iness 
f o r w a r d . It isn't y o u r m a n a g e r ' s re-
sponsibi l i ty to d e v e l o p your career . 
But he or she can offer guidance and 
help you find the time to improve your 
skills and your value to the company. 
Make a d i f ference . II" you don't believe 
that you can m a k e a d i f fe rence , you 
probably won ' t . Empowermen t shifts 
responsibility and accountability to in-
dividuals. n o matter wha t their posi-
tion in the organization's hierarchy. 

Recently, 1 was asked to moderate a 
review of a completed project. The ob-
jective was to learn f rom both the good 
and bad experiences, for the benefit of 
s u b s e q u e n t projects . Managers were 
no t p e r m i t t e d to a t t end . In the first 
meet ing , the project t eam ident i f ied 
about 100 problems and found that 85 
percent were management 's fault. 

At the next meeting, the managers 
were present. W e discussed the prob-
lems again and the issue of empower -
m e n t . Th i s t ime , the t e a m d e c i d e d 
tha t 85 p e r c e n t of t h e p r o b l e m s 
weren ' t management ' s fault but were 
[he responsibi l i ty of team member s . 
O n c e they w e r e i n t r o d u c e d t o t h e 
c o n c e p t s of e m p o w e r m e n t , o w n e r -
s h i p . a n d a c c o u n t a b i l i t y , t h e t e a m 
members became enlightened. 

The t rue meaning of 
commitment 
Many people are quick to make com-
mitments but slow to meet them. O n e 
reason is that w e of ten a b a n d o n our 
commitments in order to gain the ap-
proval of others and to be viewed as 
team players. Other factors also may 
"decommit" us. In the beginning, we 

A Performance Quiz 
Mark true or false to the fol lowing 
statements: 
T/F You should never refuse a re-
quest f rom a superior. 
T/F You aren't e m p o w e r e d unless 
s o m e o n e says that you are. 
T/F Y o u s h o u l d n ' t p o i n t o u t a 
p rob lem if you don ' t have any solu-
tions. 
T/F W o r k i n g f r o m a dai ly t o - d o 
list makes you less flexible regard-
ing unexpected events. 
T/F You should never ask higher-
level managers to solve problems in 
the lower ranks. 
T/F You s h o u l d n o t a c c e p t tha t 
most problems are outs ide your re-
sponsibility; fix them. 
T/F You should take o n as many 

m a y n o t u n d e r s t a n d t h e s c o p e of 
w h a t w e ' r e c o m m i t t i n g to . O r . w e 
may think that there are no penalt ies 
for failing to follow through. 
Make good commitments . If pay were 
ba sed on h o w well e m p l o y e e s meet 
their commitments, then making com-
mitments and meeting them would be 
s y n o n y m o u s . C o m m i t m e n t s a re t h e 
backbone of a business. They're made 
to cus tomers to deliver products and 
services, to sha reho lde rs to p r o d u c e 
p r o f i t s , a n d to e m p l o y e e s to p a y 
salaries and benef i t s . The most suc-
cessful companies and the most valu-
able employees are those that consis-
tently keep their commitments. 
Jus t s a y no . If you suspec t that you 
can't meet a commitment, don' t make 
it. You may have to say n o to y o u r 
t e a m l eade r , y o u r s u p e r v i s o r , your 
m a n a g e r , o r y o u r c o - w o r k e r s . Bui 
you can offer alternatives. 

I r e c e n t l y had this c o n v e r s a t i o n 
with a senior planner: 

Planner: "1 just left my director's of-
fice. I le asked m e to deve lop a new 
p r o d u c t a n d d e l i v e r it w i t h i n 12 
months." 

Me: " W h y d o y o u l o o k s o c o n -
cerned?" 

P lanner : "Because it will t ake 18 
months." 

Me: "How d o you know?" 
Planner: "I've been building these 

kinds of products for 15 years." 
Me: "So. w h a t a r e y o u g o i n g t o 

do?" 

commitments as possible. 
T/F You should complain as soon 
as y o u e n c o u n t e r s o m e t h i n g at 
work that you don ' t like. 
T/F Set t ing goa l s m a k e s y o u in-
f lexib le wi th regard to f u t u r e op -
portunities. 
T/F You s h o u l d never pu t your-
self in a p o s i t i o n in w h i c h y o u r 
manager tells you that you have ex-
ceeded your authority. 

If you a n s w e r e d " t rue" t o a n y of 
t h e s e s t a t e m e n t s , y o u p r o b a b l y 
have good reasons. After all, many 
of the statements have b e c o m e syn-
o n y m o u s with a "good" employee. 
But the correct answer to all of the 
s tatements is "false." 

Planner: "I'm going to put together 
a 12-month plan." 

Me: "Why?" 
Planner: "Because he's the boss." 
Me: "You'll Ix.' a hero for a day—the 

d a y y o u c o m m i t to t h e 1 2 - m o n t h 
s c h e d u l e . But t h e n w h a t h a p p e n s ? 
Everyone will end up putting in over-
time and taking shortcuts to meet the 
deadline. The schedule will expand to 
18 m o n t h s anyway , and qual i ty will 
suffer . Everyone will lose—you, the 
project team, your boss, and your cus-
tomers." 

Planner: "What should 1 do?" 
Me: "Say n o t o t h e 1 2 - m o n t h 

s chedu l e . Of fe r o the r r e c o m m e n d a -
tions. such as building a product with 
less funct ion that could be delivered 
within 14 months . If you create a real-
istic time frame, you'll get the product 
in on s c h e d u l e . And t h e nex t t ime 
your boss wants a job p lanned , he'll 
c o m e to you because he k n o w s that 
you'll d o what you say you'll do." 
Limit your commitments . When you're 
a s k e d to mee t a d e a d l i n e that con -
flicts with your current commitments, 
it's your responsibility to say that you 
can't take on new work without jeop-
ardizing the work you've already got. 
Most managers will delegate until an 
employee says, "Whoa." 
H a v e c o n t i n g e n c i e s . U n e x p e c t e d 
events can throw a wrench into even 
t h e m o s t rea l i s t i c s c h e d u l e s . Last-
m i n u t e m e e t i n g s will ar ise , p e o p l e 
will lie out of work sick, and so forth. 
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It's best to pad project schedules with 
a 10 to 20 percent margin of time. 
D o n ' t c o m m i t b l indly . You may h e 
called on to es t imate the t ime f rame 
or cost of a project wi thout having all 
of the information. Estimates can be 
good business, but they shouldn ' t be 
t h o u g h t of as c o m m i t m e n t s . Bu f f e r 
y o u r e s t i m a t e s wi th c o n t i n g e n c i e s . 
Make sure that others understand the 
d i f fe rence be tween your saying, "I'll 
try" and your saying, "I commit." 

Many peop le feel pressured by their 
commitments . If you feel that you ' re 
not in cont ro l , don ' t m a k e any n e w 
commitments until you're comfortable 
that you can meet them. Learn to ne-
gotiate terms and reach compromises. 

Know your options 
When you're confronted with a prob-
lem that you don ' t "own," you have 
three choices: Complain about it, ac-
cept it. or solve it. 

W h e n p e o p l e d i s cus s a p r o b l e m 
without trying to solve it, that 's com-
plaining. Complaining consumes time 
and energy that could be used m o r e 
constructively. Still, it's easy to com-
p l a i n a b o u t o t h e r p e o p l e ' s p r o b -
l e m s — a n d not so easy to n a m e the 
pe rson responsible . If you dec ide to 
point out a problem and confront the 
" o w n e r , " b e p r e p a r e d t o s u g g e s t 
some solutions. That will he lp estab-
lish a good working relationship and 
expedi te the solution. 

When you bring a problem lo peo-
ple's attention, avoid these phrases: 
l Why doesn' t somebody.. .? 
• When are w e ever going to...? 
I Why d o w e always...? 
I He or she doesn ' t even.... 
• Can you bel ieve this? Here w e g o 
again.... 
I For a change, I'd like to see.... 
I H o w d o you expect...? 

In some cases, the best thing to do 
is accept a problem and learn to live 
with ii. Surprised? T h e r e a re an infi-
nite number of problems, but there is 
a finite amount of time. 

Carefully select the p rob l ems that 
you'll try to solve. They should meet 
these criteria: 
• Your job performance will be eval-
u a t e d b a s e d o n y o u r s o l v i n g t h e 
problem. 
• Your boss asked you to solve it. 
* You h a v e a p e r s o n a l in teres t in 
solving the problem. 

Try this exercise: Make a list of the 
p r o b l e m s tha t y o u ' v e c o m p l a i n e d 
abou t and taken care of in the past. 
Examine them to de te rmine whe the r 
taking care of them resulted in valu-
able changes . Ask yourself w h e t h e r 
they w e r e worth your t ime and your 
manager 's time. 

The aim of the exerc i se is to be-
c o m e a w a r e of o t h e r o p t i o n s w h e n 
conf ron ted with a problem. If you ' re 
no t p leased with the choices y o u ' v e 
been making, you can use your time 
more productively. Dedicate most of 
your time to pursuits that have value 
to your company, instead of just look-
ing for problems. 

From problem to issue 
Most of the times that I'm asked to as-
sess a pro jec t ' s p rogress , I f ind that 
the mos t critical p r o b l e m s don ' t re-
ceive adequa t e attention. Such prob-
lems, if not solved quickly, can cause 
significant d a m a g e — s u c h as missed 
s c h e d u l e s , c o m p r o m i s e d q u a l i t y , 
overrun costs, and lost customers. 

E m p l o y e e s m a y n e g l e c t cr i t ica l 
problems for these reasons: 
• apathy 
» a fear of conflict with others 
• not wanting to alienate others 
i uncertainty abou t wha t is accep t -
able behavior 
» a re luc tance to m a k e o the rs look 
bad. 

Most of t h e t ime w h e n p r o b l e m s 
wi th a p r o j e c t a r i se , all p a r t i e s a r e 
"right ," in t h e c o n t e x t of the i r o w n 
points of view. It takes someone with a 
broader responsibility for the project to 
weigh all sides objectively and to keep 
the project's overall objectives in mind. 

A prob lem b e c o m e s critical w h e n 
the part ies are unab le to agree on a 
solution and w h e n the problem could 
affect the o rgan iza t ion ' s success . In 
fact, t h e n t h e p r o b l e m b e c o m e s an 
'"issue." 

If the parties aren't able to reach a 
solut ion, m a n a g e m e n t must s t ep in. 
That's called an "escalation." 

The condit ions of an escalation are 
as follows: 
» Escalate only after the parties have 
tried earnestly to resolve the issue. 
• T h e d issen ter ( the pe r son raising 
the issue) should be respons ib le for 
initiating the escalation. 
• Ini t iate an esca la t ion wi th in t w o 
workdays of realizing that the parties 

can't resolve the issue themselves. 
I Escalate the problem, not the peo-
ple involved. In cases in which the is-
sue is s o m e o n e ' s behavior , p roceed 
cautiously. 
> The dissenter should inform his or 
her manager before initiating an esca-
lation, to gain the manager 's support . 
Keep in mind that a manage r might 
advise against escalating. 
» B e f o r e e s c a l a t i n g , t h e d i s s e n t e r 
should inform all of the involved par-
ties a n d m a k e sure they unde r s t and 
the issue. 
I Dur ing an esca la t ion , the pa r t i e s 
should cont inue working on the pro-
ject as planned, even if some aspect is 
being escalated or might be affected by 
the escalation. It would be disastrous if 
they sat idle. No one can know for cer-
tain the ou tcome of an escalation, so 
e v e r y o n e s h o u l d k e e p marching to-
gether until a resolution is official. 

And r e m e m b e r : Escalation isn't a 
dirty word . It's a check-and-ba lance 
mechanism. Escalations help resolve 
conflicts quickly, and they encourage 
employee participation in and owner-
ship of problems. 

Throughou t an escalation, it's im-
portant that the par t ies b e h a v e ma-
turely. prudently, and professionally. 
They will still have to work with each 
o the r a f t e r the issue is resolved. All 
parties should abide by the final deci-
sion. They shouldn' t revisit an escala-
tion unless significant n e w informa-
tion becomes available. 

These tips for working more effec-
tively d a y - t o - d a y can a d d up to a n 
overall improvemen t in your perfor-
mance. • 

N e a l W h i t t e n is a speaker, trainer, 
and consultant in employee develop-
ment and project management The 
article adapts some material from his 
hook. B e c o m i n g an I n d i s p e n s a b l e 
E m p l o y e e in a D i s p o s a b l e W o r l d 
<Pfeiffer and Company, 1995). Con-
tact him at the Neal Whitten Group. 
Box 858, Rostveli GA 30077-0858. 

To purchase reprints of this article, 
please send your order to AS'TD Cus-
tomer Service. 1640 King Street. Box 
1443. Alexandria. VA 22313-2043. 
Use priority code FIM. Single photo-
copies. at $ 10 each, must he prepaid. 
Bulk orders (50 or more) of custom 
reprints may he hilled. Phone 
703/683-8100for price information. 
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