OBJECTIVES?

Get Over Them.

By Danny Langdon

Once a breakthrough in defining the end point of training, objectives
aren’t specific enough for the design and development of performance-

improvement activities. Instead, try using proformas. Here’s how.

People have been using objectives to define the end point of training and performance-
improvement activities for several decades. Though objectives were a major break-
through in the early 1960s, for the most part they’re inadequate for current broad
performance-improvement needs, and they’'ve outgrown their usefulness for analytical
design purposes. However, objectives are still useful for the communication of perfor-
mance intent. In the past, they provided insight into the design of instruction and training
and saved millions of hours of searching for the relevant events, content, and practice. But
it's now time to replace the sacred cow with alternatives that are more complete and con-
cise for analyzing the needs of performance. These new approaches will serve us better in
selecting the relevant events, content, and other needs of instruction. They will also help
us meet the broader performance needs of business.

Once upon a time

Objectives were onadeway for instructional technologists and others to define perfor-
mance during analysis. Objectives served as a prelude to instruction, communicating in-
structional and learning intent to learners and instructors. There’s hardly a language in the
world that doesn't refer to objectives. Their value has been that they provided the most
succinct way to express outcomes in observable and measurable ways. Objectives call for
action verbs; goals, you will note, use plain old verbs without action and direct measura-
bility. The action verbs of objectives tell how the desired behavior will be exhibited and
measured. Objectives also specify the content and conditions in which the desired
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How to Write a Proforma

Begin with the outputs. First,
identify what the individual, work
group, business unit, or process is to
achieve in the way of deliverables to
meet business or learning goals.
Those become the performance tar-
gets, along with the associated con-
sequences to be achieved.

Define the inputs. Determine
which resources will be needed or
used to produce the outputs and
achieve the consequences.

Define the conditions. Determine
which internal and external condi-
tions exist (or need to exist) that will
influence or govern the use of the
inputs, the process to be followed,
and the feedback that will be solicit-
ed or used.

Define the consequences. What
are the anticipated or planned
results desired from the various
outputs™Note: Consequences may
be defined after outputs, but be-
cause they often depend on knowl-
edge of the inputs and conditions, |
prefer to define them as the fourth
step in the definition of a proforma.
Define the process. Determine

ed and popularized in a concept knowdecided that “call center employees will
ascompetenciedn fact, competencies be the benchmarks for politeness.”
are objectives masquerading as somé&hat’s a goal that will involve a number
thing new because they become objeof activities to achieve.
tives once skills are attached to them. Content descriptors help us see the
Competencies actually serve no greatemormity of a performance situation and
purpose than objectives and add nplace various elements into a general
greater level of effectiveness in analysis;ontext. So, the content descriptors
design, or communication. Competenwould specify the various areas for
cies add no value in the attempt tachieving the goal statement, such as
be clearer about what we analyze, dé'answering the phone within two rings,
sign, or communicate. They don’t conidentifying oneself, reporting on activi-
tribute to performance, although they ddies while looking up data, and so forth.”
make people feel good. Creating compedbjectives help define the targets of per-
tencies for such areas as “verbal commdermance intent and guide measurement
nication” may help describe theneeds. Even various forms of stimulus-
difference between what's expected of eesponse specification, such as flow dia-
receptionist or a senior vice presidentgrams and algorithms (the most intricate
but neither person can learn to perfornevel of specificity), can assist with com-
at an acceptable level through competemplex analysis and job-aid development.
cy statements. Among all levels of specificity, there is
Inventing a new title for an old con-no question that objectives represented
cept is like renamingeengineeringas the major, profound breakthrough in per-
alignment without making reengineer-formance specification. Still, there’s
ing any more effective. That doesn’tsomething missing in our arsenal of per-
mean that businesses shouldn’t use corfermance definition needs—a need that
petencies or objectives. But perfor-objectives, for all their years of useful-
mance-improvement professionalsess, can'tfill.
ought to be in the business of finding The chief limitation of objectives is
better ways to do things than relabelinghat they’re designed to set the targets of
and rehashing. performance—to describe what is to be
The power of the analysis, designachieved by learners or the organization,

the steps or system needed to be and communication of performance, inif oriented to those ends. Objectives are
completed in order to use the inputs cluding training, is in knowing what lev- static in that they specify what learners
to produce the outputs and conse- el of specificity to use when and whereare to achieve, but not what the perfor-
guences— under the conditions that In today’s world of performance require-mance behavior is composed of and how
influence the performance and aid- ments, with their multilevel business apthe elements interact to achieve the ends.
ed by the feedback. plications and intervention solutions, Here’s a typical objective relative to a
Define the feedback. Ask what objectives are less usable and effectiveontract-administration performance
feedback would be useful while the than other available optionsObjectives need at a large construction and engi-
performer is engaged in the process, don’t support the decision making re-neering firm: “Within the prime contract
and what feedback would be useful quired to select interventions. As stati@and company policy guidelines, write
following outputs or as part of conse- ends of performance requirements, olsontracts with subcontractors that meet
guences to measure and tell the per- jectives lack a picture of the action thaspecific contract needs and stay within
former that his or her performance is mirrors the performance. What's needethe approved project budget.”
correct or needs correction. is a mirror image of the performance That statement has all of the require-
requirements. ments of a well-written objective.lt has
an action verb, content on which the ac-
behavior will be demonstrated and th&8eyond objectives tion is to be directed, conditions under
standards that the behavior shoulth my view, we have been steadilywhich itis to be performed, and a standard
achieve. For decades, that level of speagvolving to a more complete and accuthat it must achieve. It is a typical objec-
ficity—compared with only goals andrate process of defining performancetive. It contains key information as one
content—has been considered accurate really haven't known how best to depart of an overall needs analysis which,
for analysis and design purposes; it alsfine performance until recently. Variouswhen viewed with other objectives, would
communicated to learners what wouldevels of specificity have been contributseemingly define the total need for a con-
be learned. The pioneers of objectivesng to our understanding. For exampletract-administration training program.
such as Robert F. Mager, noted thagoal definitions have helped managerBrom such definitions of objectives, we
sometimes all you have to do to achievagree on the overall capabilities to be ddrave developed job aids, instructional
learning is give a person an objective. veloped. So, for example, managersequirements, exercises, assessment in-
Now, objectives have been reinventmight leave a planning meeting havingtruments, and other instructional inter-
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ventions. Instructional designers havéy the human element. Additionally,themselves can suggest needed inter-
been doing this kind of analysis and deveperformance can occur at different levelsentions.

opment for years. The basic question novthat are often related and interdependent. The six elements of proforma are

Are objectives sufficient for performance-Those levels are the individual, workl. outputs

improvement needs in work environmentgroup, business unit, and process. A pr&. inputs

that occur at multiple levels (individual,forma is used to define performance a. conditions

work group, business unit, and proces®ach of those levels and in terms of ang. consequences

and are usually best solved by multi-interef the four parts that performance i$. process

vention approaches that may not even useade up of—behavior, standards, sugs. feedback.

training or instructional solutions? Relat{port, and noise. A proforma has all of the features of
ed questions: For example, the sample proforma iran objective, combined with the action re-
0 Are there better paradigms for dethe table represents a behavior profoiquirements that describe a performance
signing training? ma at the individual level. It describesbehavior. Thus, in objectives and in pro-
0 Are there better and more completémirrors in behavioral terms) what anformas, we find these elements:
paradigms for analysis and developindividual will do with the performance o conditions

ment? that is defined in the proforma. If youo the action verb of an objective embed-

o0 Are objectives passé; have they outtompare the objective in contract added in the process

lived their usefulness? ministration described on page 55 witho the content of the outputs.

0 Itis time to build on the foundationthe proforma, you can see that there is Only the standards are missing, though

objectives have provided? added detail and dimension. In the santhey're included in another part of the pro-
Proforma statements may providele proforma, one can also define théorma model. Standards are not included in

greater clarity. standards, support, and noise that wil proforma statement because they're not

be required for the desired behavior'part of the behavior. Standards describe
Proformas outputs, inputs, conditions, consewhat the behavior must achieve to be ac-

In the early 1980s, Donald Tosti develquences, process, and feedback. Theptable. The elements of input, conse-
oped an interesting performance ternproforma then becomes a completequences, and feedback found in a proforma
the healthy organizatiorHis work was concise mirror image of all of the per-are additions not found in objectives,
the precursor to what we think of now asormance requirements. which also lack other subtleties. The six el-
an organizational scan. Tosti defined A proforma can be defined as a preements of a proforma provide the relation-
performance at the organizational levedcription of the behavior, standards, supship between the aspects that define the
in terms of four interrelated elements: inport, and noise requirements that mirrodesired performance behavior, instead of
put, conditions, process, and outcomeshe action elements of performance gust describing a target as objectives do. In
If an organization’s performance can be¢he individual, work group, businessother words, a proforma represents how
described in the context of all four ele-unit, and process level of an organizathe performance elements interact, not just
ments, we begin to form a dynamic viewion. Proformas may be used to describa behavior to be achieved.
of performance that can be applied tboth the “as is” and “to be” require- Objectives are similar to the responsi-
any level of performance. That insighiments. Thus, they describe fully thebility or accountability statements of a
led to my developingproformas performance gap as a precursor to pejob; a proforma is not only that, but also an
because the term means, according formance improvement. operational how-to guide and a complete
Webster's “to provide in advance a pre- Basically, for analytical purposes,job description. Many other levels of de-
scribed form.” Proformas are a key eleperformance technologists need a watailed performance information are found
ment of a total view of performance,to define performance that is more comin a proforma but not in objectives. These
described in part in my bookhe New plete and accurate than objectives. Thalifferences include but are not limited to
Language of Work: Proformand a new more complete definition will serve ouro more detail on the performance behav-
book,Human Performance: Leveragingneeds better during the analysis, desigigr, including inputs, conditions, conse-
the New Language of Work Model in Ordevelopment, implementation, andjuences, process, outputs, and feedback.
ganizationspublished by Jossey-Bassevaluation of training and other inter-All of that information is critical to
Tosti, Joe Harless, Roger Kaufmanyentions to meet a performance needlesigning either instruction or noninstruc-
Geary Rummler, and Dale BrethowefThe definition has to be concise andional interventions to meet the perfor-
have also created proformas. easy to communicate—especially to exmance need. For example, a proforma
| see performance as being composesgtutives and to people with the perforhelps design assessment instruments, job
of four parts: 1) behavior, 2) standardsmance in need of solution. Inaids, instructional materials, and so forth.
3) support, and 4) “noise.” Current perexpressing their observations about perr what to measure. First, measure
formance or change occurs, or should Hfermance, those people need models tehether outputs and consequences have
designed to occur, in a certain way (bemake explicit what is implicit. They been attained. If either is not achieved,
havior); the behavior should occur to dave to be able to see the gap betwedmen measure for the root cause of the fail-
desired standard and will need the orgavhat is and what ought to be. When theare in the inputs, conditions, process, or
nization’s support; and the behaviogap is concise and clear, they beconfeedback. Though objectives tell what to
might be inhibited by the noise causedommitted to its solution and theymeasure, they provide little, if any, infor-
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mation on root cause.
0 a complete picture of

the performance activities The Proforma Model

rather than just a target of
performance to be

sure if some performance
improvement isn’'t achieved
as a result of the interven-
tions. However, objectives
can still communicate to

achieved. A proforma de- Conditions learners what they are ex-
scribes the relationship be- ¢ ¢ pected to achieve.

tween inputs that need to As the future unfolds,
be processed; the effect of Inputs > Process —» Outputs -» Consequences another level of specificity
conditions on process, in- may arise that achieves even
puts, and feedback; and ¢ more clarity of design, de-
other such relationships. velopment, and communi-

Objectives don’t pro-
vide that kind of useful in-

cation than proformas. But
for now, let us move beyond
formation. Proformas do. objectives to proformas.
So, are objectives really Use objectives, if needed, to
passé? No, not really. But they have taken Having said that, it's time to recognizeconvey information, but use proformas to
a new, more useful place in the totathat objectives have outgrown their useanalyze, design, develop, and implement
process of human performance improveulness as a means for doing performangeerformance interventions.
ment. In the past, they served to educateaaalysis. They're incomplete and lack the
couple of generations of designers, execlevel of detail needed to make designpanny G. Langdon is a principal of
tives, and performers that if they didn'tintervention selection, and developmenPerformance International, Santa Moni-
define where they wanted to go, anyplacdecisions. They lack the clarity of infor-ca, California; 310.453.8440. Email him
that they arrived would be OK. Objectivesnation for supporting measurement irat Performi@aol.com.
are still the communicators of intent. general, let alone defining what to mea-

Feedback —=

A Sample Proforma

Here’s an example of a proforma. This one’s for the capability “writing contracts for a subcontractor.” The shaded items are
areas that would be included in a definition of the objective for writing a contract. The additional items are the rasult of wr
ing a proforma.

OUTPUTS CONDITIONS PROCESS
Subcontracts signed Time limitations Compare prime contract to Form 254.
Transmission of plans and specs. Regulations Identify additions to boilerplate that

Request submittals and subproject  Division policies must be made.

information. Use of blank Short Form SF for Obtain approval on changes. Insurance
subcontracts under $25,000 and indemnification sections (Form
INPUTS Other policies 254 not used by all parties).

Prime contract Write changes into contract.

Blank subcontract forms
Subcontractor’s proposal
Estimator

PE

contract administration staff

CONSEQUENCES
Subcontractors perform.
Budgets are maintained.

Client is satisfied.

Division is legally defensible with
subcontractors.

Work starts and ends on time.

Obtain signatures from
subcontractor.

FEEDBACK

From client

From project manager or staff
From legal department

From subcontractor

From contract administration staff
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