
The Platinum Rule 
An overview of the behavioral approach to management for the 
newcomer or for the manager who has forgotten its benefits. 

By R O D N E Y R. N O R D S T R O M and R. VANCE H A L L 

Everyone shou ld be familiar with 

t he G o l d e n Rule: " D o un to o thers 

wha t you would have d o n e un to 

you." If you take it o n e s t ep fur ther , you 

might have a P l a t i n u m Rule : "Mot iva t ion 

is the result of r ecogn iz ing and rewarding 

performance i m p r o v e m e n t s in a m e a n -

ingful and t imely way." But, like the Go lden 

Rule, t he P l a t i n u m Ru le is no t easily 

followed. Succes s fu l appl ica t ion of t h e 

Platinum Rule requi res several key c o m -

ponents, t h e first of wh ich has to do with 

the object ive m e a s u r e m e n t and recogni-

tion of p e r f o r m a n c e . T h e o t h e r c o m -

ponents involve f ind ing ways to p rov ide 

positive c o n s e q u e n c e s for improvement— 

including f e e d b a c k and praise, c redi t for 

doing a good job, and o t h e r rewards—and 

then formally reevaluating t he resulting ef-
fects on p e r f o r m a n c e . 

Increasing e m p l o y e e produc t iv i ty and 

efficiency is t he m o s t chal lenging task of 

today's manager because workers are m o r e 

mobile and specia l ized t han at any point 

in history. T h e art of m a n a g i n g o t h e r s is 

a pr. icess tha t is cons t an t l y chang ing and 

evo1 ing. As a resu l t , m a n y of t h e 

mar igerial p r e c e p t s p r o p o s e d only a few 

yea ago are o u t d a t e d . A l though s t rong 

sup ort r ema ins for t heo r i e s pu t for th by 

Mc •regor, Maslow, and H e r z b e r g , t h e 
bel iv iora l a p p r o a c h t o m a n a g i n g 

em ioyees—while no longer new—has 
m a - huge inroads , a direct result of its 
su<- issful appl ica t ions . 

1 havioral a p p r o a c h e s are based on t he 

Pr< lise tha t e m p l o y e e s are m o r e p roduc-
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tive when the manager provides f requent , 

meaningful , and positive consequences for 

their pe r fo rmance . T h e approach places 

little emphasis on internal states of motiva-

t ion, emphas i z ing instead the role the en-
v i r o n m e n t plays in mot iva t ion and 

pe r fo rmance . 

In cont ras t to more esoter ic theories , 

the behavioral approach to managing 

employees offers a hands-on , practical, 

and d o c u m e n t e d f ramework for viewing 

and handling employee performance prob-

lems. Today's manager is becoming a more 

p r e c i s e , t e c h n i c a l , a n d s c i e n t i f i c 

supervisor. 

T h e behavioral approach can be taught 

to virtually all levels of m a n a g e m e n t , ir-

respective of educational level. It does not 

require an in-depth understanding of com-

plicated internal s ta tes or psychological 

cons idera t ions many other theories rely 

on . 
Surprisingly, given their educat ional 

backg rounds , not all managers have been 

exposed to the behavioral approach, a defi-

ciency that leaves t h e m inadequately 

equ ipped to deal with peop le problems in 

an object ive and systematic manner. T h a t 

mos t of t h e m are p r o m o t e d into super-

visors' capaci t ies primarily because they 

have a his tory of pe r fo rming the technical 

a spec t s of their jobs well exacerba tes the 

p r o b l e m . Unde r s t and ing the Plat inum 

Rule can ease it. To apply it, use the 

following six-step procedure . 

Defining the performance 
Ask yourself the following ques t ions . 

• Is t he behavior observable? 

• C a n t he behavior be counted. ' T h a t is, 

how or at wha t level does it occur of ten 

(hourly, daily, weekly, or monthly)? 

• Could an outsider also count how often 

or at what level the behavior occurs and 

c o m e up with the s a m e answer? 

Precisely defining employee perfor-

mance in behavioral te rms can be difficult. 

In most work environments , there are few, 

if any, existing s tandards to help the 

manager make objective decisions regard-

ing acceptable levels of employee perfor-

mance. For example, a manager rated an 

employee low on "attitude" during a per-

formance appraisal session. T h e employee 
contested the rating, filed a grievance, and 

subsequent ly won the grievance because 

there was not a "meet ing of the minds" on 

what was meant by "attitude." 

In using a behavioral approach, "attitude" 

might have been defined as the n u m b e r of 

t imes the employee refused to m e e t t he 
assigned goal or the number of t imes the 

employee rejected suggestions for im-

provements from the supervisor. We do 

not advocate that a manager keep track of 

a lot of small details unrelated to the per-

formance. Rather, we r e c o m m e n d that 
desired employee pe r fo rmance be broken 

down into its meaningful c o m p o n e n t s , 

which then can be used as the basis for 

pe r formance evaluation. 

Observing and recording the 
performance 

W h e n the manager clearly unders tands 

what employee p e r f o r m a n c e is to be 

changed , the next s teps are to accurately 

o b s e r v e a n d r e c o r d p e r f o r m a n c e . 
Remember , the recording system mus t be 

kept as simple as possible. Such moni tor -

ing and control might be accomplished us-

ing a tally sheet or a c o m p u t e r p r in tou t 

con ta in ing mul t ip le p e r f o r m a n c e in-

dicators. Simple measurements might also 57 

' r ;ing and Development Journal, September 1986 



Figure 1—Possible on-the-job reinforcers 

Social 
Verba! praise 
Special job title 
Recognition in front of coworkers 
Notes of thanks 
Picture in company paper 
Pats on the back 
Greetings from boss 

Material 
Awards/plaques 
Fringe benefits 
Special badges or insignias 
Raises/bonuses 
Large office 
Performance appraisal ratings 
Free tickets to sporting events 

Special Privileges 
Own parking space 
No-punch lunch 
Birthday off 
Longer coffee breaks 
Flexible work schedule 
Training for better job 
Earned time off 

Tokens , 
Telephone credit cards 
Points backed by prizes 
Coupons redeemable at local stores 
Chances to win a prize (lottery) 

Figure 2—The Platinum Rule model 
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be taken f rom exist ing record ing fo rms 

such as a t t e n d a n c e shee t s . 
O f t e n , t he process of recording the fre-

quency of a p e r f o r m a n c e sheds light on 

pe r fo rmance prob lems . For example, one 

employee in five might have an a t tendance 

p rob lem. T h i s t ruant employee repor ts to 

work 75 pe rcen t of t h e t ime, while t he 

o ther four employees average over 9 5 per-

cen t a t t endance . H e n c e , overall a t t en -

d a n c e would b e 91 pe rcen t (an unaccep -

table level). Obse rv ing and measur ing the 

pe r fo rmance can help identify the source, 

or sources , of t he p rob lem. 

Develop a positive 
intervention strategy 

O n c e the current level of p e r f o r m a n c e 

is d e t e r m i n e d , observed , and r eco rded , 

you are ready to in tervene and tackle t h e 

pe r fo rmance problem. Again, simplicity is 

your watchword . T h e intervention can be 

as s imple as verbal feedback or as complex 

as a token sys tem w h e r e an employee can 

earn points exchangeable for tangible gifts. 

O n e manager des igned an intervention 

program tha t awarded poin ts for the 
n u m b e r of daily inspect ions completed, 

po in t s for per fec t a t t endance , and points 

for accuracy of wri t ten repor ts submitted. 

T h e in tervent ion tha t first comes to 

mind is offering employees money or other 
bonuses . Al though private organizations 

are more inclined to use this incentive, 

such f u n d s are scarce in t he public sector. 

However, research repea ted ly has shown 

tha t t h e incent ives m o s t valued by 

emp loyees are not related to monetary 

c o m p e n s a t i o n bu t , rather, to respect and 

praise for do ing a job well. (See Figure 1 

for poss ib le in tervent ions . ) 

T h e in tervent ion m u s t fit t he degree of 

employee effort necessary to generate the 

pe r fo rmance . For example , it would be in-

appropr ia te to give an employee Friday 
a f t e rnoon off just for arriving at work on 
t ime the previous week . A bet ter interven-

t ion would be to pos t on the company 

bullet in board t h e n a m e s of employees 

with per fec t a t t e n d a n c e for that week. 

Remeasure and evaluate the 
performance 

T h e only way to d e t e r m i n e if your in-

tervent ion is successfu l is by monitoring 

and measu r ing pe r fo rmance . In so doing, 

be certain to measu re t he performance for 
a sufficient t ime, since s o m e behaviors do 

not respond immediate ly to interventions. 

If pe r fo rmance improves, congratulations. 

If it doesn ' t , s imply recycle back through 

the s teps of t he P la t inum Rule model us-
ing a modi f ied or new intervention. (See 

Figure 2.) 

T h e rewards of the behavioral appr oach 

are manifold. For one, overall comnn licJ 

t ion with your employees is likely t >nv 

prove as you begin to identify for the: i the 

p e r f o r m a n c e you e x p e c t . T h e y will 'Don 

see that good things happen to them hen 

they exhib i t an a c c e p t a b l e le\ i of 

p e r f o r m a n c e . 
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