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1'erfbrmiwce Management. Seeds Analysis 

How To Improve 
Performance 

BY CLAY CARR 

Training is not always the answer to performance problems. This step-by-step 
method offers a more holistic approach to performance improvement. 

Businesses increasingly turn to 
t r a i n e r s to so lve a host of 
problems. Meanwhile, trainers 

increasingly recognize that training 
alone won't solve the problems they 
are being asked to fix. 

Consider the following examples: 
> A plant manager asks an in-house 
trainer to help boost production by 
o f f e r i ng s o m e technica l r e f r e s h e r 
courses. The trainer reviews the sec-
tion's production reports and discov-
ers that many workers frequently call 
in sick. The trainer suspects that the 
p roduc t ion p rob lems reflect not a 
lack of technical expertise, but poor 
morale. 
> A c o m p a n y that has t i ly imple-
mented teams is unhappy with their 
pe r fo rmance . The company asks a 
t ra iner to run s o m e t eam- t ra in ing 
workshops. Interviews and observa-
tions confirm for the trainer that the 
t e a m s w o u l d b e n e f i t f r o m s o m e 
grounding in g roup dynamics . But 
the trainer also discovers that teams 
have found their efforts repeatedly 
sabotaged by upper managers w h o 
still want to call the shots. 
> A small business asks a consultant 
to smooth relations between warring 
sales reps and consultants by teach-

ing both groups some interpersonal 
skills. Based on several focus groups, 
the consultant traces the company's 
internal strife not to employees' lack 
of confl ict-resolut ion skills, but to 
s t ructures and policies that unwit-
tingly pit the sales reps and consul-
tants against each other. 

In each of these cases, instead of 
au tomat ica l ly des ign ing a course , 
t r a ine r s t u r n e d to h u m a n - p e r f o r -
m a n c e - i m p r o v e m c m t e c h n i q u e s . 
Human-performance specialists first 
identify the root causes of poor per-
formance. Then they try to eliminate 
the causes by altering o n e or more 
of the factors that govern how well 
people perform. 

The key fac to r s that d e t e r m i n e 
how well we do our work are goals, 
s t a n d a r d s , f e e d b a c k , m o t i v a t i o n , 
o p p o r t u n i t y , m e a n s , and c o m p e -
tence. Changes—also called interven-
t ions—aimed at these factors often 
include training, but they rarely are 
limited to training. 

How can you apply the principles 
of h u m a n - p e r f o r m a n c e i m p r o v e -
ment? Here is one method. 

For s ta r te rs , l i s ten ca re fu l ly to 
your internal and external clients. 
Make sure you understand the prob-

lem from the clients' point of view. 
Similar ly, g ive o w n e r s h i p of the 
intervention to your clients. It should 
be their project—and if it succeeds, it 
is their success. 

G u i d e your c l i en t s to p resen t 
p r o b l e m s ( "The e r ro r ra te is t oo 
high.") rather than order solut ions 
("We need a training course.") Next, 
begin gathering data to identify the 
root causes of the problem. 

Collect data 
The method you choose for collect-
ing data will depend on the amount 
of time you have available and the 
level of detai l you seek . Here a re 
some common methods for collect-
ing data: 
I Watch emp loyees per form their 
jobs, and then examine the products 
of their work . This is a qu ick and 
easy approach. 
I Review p e r f o r m a n c e data avail-
able from such sources as produc-
tion-quality reports, general organi-
za t iona l -pe r fo rmance reports , and 
performance appraisals. This method 
is popular because it is quick, but it 
is not always dependable. 
ft Conduct a formal written survey. 
This can be time-consuming, but it is 
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a h e l p f u l f o u n d a t i o n for f o c u s 
groups and interviews. 
ft C o n v e n e f o c u s g r o u p s . Th is is 
probably the most efficient method 
of data collection, especially if you 
back it up with interviews. 
• Conduc t g r o u p and o n e - o n - o n e 
in terviews. They can be he lp fu l at 
the outset for sketching an outline of 
the problem and for supplement ing 
any of the other methods. Interviews 
also are a good way to obtain infor-
mation. 

T h r o u g h o u t the da t a -co l l ec t ion 
process , you will look for cities to 
root causes of the performance prob-
lem. Here are some tips for organiz-
ing and examining data: 
Look for patterns. Does performance 
i m p r o v e t h e m o n t h b e f o r e t h e 
annua l merit-pay reviews? Did per-
formance figures change after a new 
s u p e r v i s o r t o o k over? Why d o e s 
p r o d u c t q u a l i t y r ise a n d fall p re -
dictably over the course of a quarter? 
Look for the patterns behind the pat-
terns. Ask what TQM disciples call 
" the f ive w h y s . " ( T h e r e p o r t is 
always late. Why? Because the data 
a r r ive late. Why? Because it t akes 
two weeks to retrieve the data from 
the system. Why?...) 
"Chunk" the data. Do certain prob-
lems occur in tandem? Do problems 
arise only in certain areas, under cer-
tain conditions, or at certain times? 
Diagram Lhe p r o c e s s e s . II' h o l e s 
appear in the diagram, they indicate 
holes in the data. Look closely at any 
point in the process where responsi-
bility changes hands; these junctures 
are a common source of problems. 

Remember that gathering data and 
identifying causes are mutually rein-
f o r c i n g p r o c e s s e s . Data s u g g e s t 
causes, and potential causes suggest 
directions for gathering more data. In 
part, developing expertise in perfor-
mance improvement means learning 
to strike a balance between collecting 
too little data and collecting too much. 

Designing the intervention 
Afte r a n a l y z i n g r o o t c a u s e s a n d 
b e f o r e d e s i g n i n g an i n t e r v e n t i o n , 
you have to determine the depth at 
which you will attack the problem. 
Most performance problems exist on 
several levels. The deeper you delve, 
the greater the potential benefit. But 
the closer to the core of an organiza-

tion that you attack a problem, the 
more trauma you create. 

Hea l th p r o f e s s i o n a l s d e s c r i b e 
medical in tervent ions that p roduce 
trauma as invasive. To change per-
f o r m a n c e , i n t e r v e n t i o n s i n t e r rup t 
ex i s t ing prac t ices , p r o c e s s e s , a n d 
activities. The greater the interrup-
tion, the more invasive the interven-
tion. Change is 
l least invasive w h e n it d o e s not 
require pe r fo rmers to change what 
they are doing 
• m o r e invas ive w h e n it r e q u i r e s 
them to learn to do a current task bet-
ter or to start doing something new 
ft mos t invas ive w h e n it r e q u i r e s 
performers to unlearn something that 
they have been d o i n g so they can 
learn to do it differently. 

Interventions aimed at improving 

Five Steps to Performance 
Improvement 
1. Clearly define the problem as 
the client sees it. 
2. G a t h e r data to p inpo in t the 
root causes of the problem. 
3. Devise a remedy that addresses 
the causes, not the symptoms. 
4. Decide on the quickest, most 
cost-effect ive way to apply the 
remedy. 
5. After implementat ion, assess 
the r e m e d y ' s s u c c e s s and s ide 
e f fec t s , a n d use t he resul t s to 
refine the improvement strategy. 

p e r f o r m a n c e mus t a d d r e s s o n e or 
more of the seven e lements of per-
formance. These elements are com-
petence, goals, standards, feedback, 
means, opportunity, and motivation. 

In general, interventions designed 
to increase competence are the least 
invasive. They include, from least to 
most invasive: 
ft job aids, reference manuals, guide-
lines, and other methods designed to 
store information for easy retrieval 
I formal training of all kinds, which 
is more invasive the longer it lasts 
and the greater the change it attempts 
to produce 
ft d e v e l o p m e n t p rograms , such as 
ca ree r , m a n a g e r i a l , or l e a d e r s h i p 
development. 

Interventions designed to develop 
or clarify goa ls and s t anda rds and 

establish feedback systems are more 
invasive. These interventions, f rom 
least to most invasive, include 
ft indoctrination (communicating the 
organization's goals and standards) 
• design of performance standards 
ft design of feedback systems 
ft design of per formance-appra i sa l 
systems 
ft d e v e l o p m e n t o r f ac i l i t a t i on of 
visioning, strategic-planning, or goal-
setting processes. 

Intervent ions that try to improve 
the means support ing performance, 
such as policies, processes, and tech-
nology, range from simple to com-
plex, and include 
ft minor changes in schedul ing, or 
modification of procedures in exist-
ing processes (such as making it eas-
ier to get supplies or equipment) 
ft i m p r o v i n g the f l ow of any job-
ret |uired infc>rmation 
ft improving processes limited to one 
or two functions that involve clerical 
or other relatively simple tasks 
ft redesigning processes—especially 
those that affect several functions— 
and c h a n g i n g c o m p l e x work rela-
tionships 
ft i m p l e m e n t i n g t e c h n o l o g y o n a 
large scale. 

I n t e rven t ions d e s i g n e d to o f f e r 
p e o p l e m o r e oppor tun i t i e s to per-
form well tend to invade the culture 
of an o r g a n i z a t i o n . T h e s e h igh ly 
invasive interventions include 
ft implementation of quality teams 
ft programs designed to enrich jobs 
ft d e v e l o p m e n t of s e l f - m a n a g i n g 
teams. 

Interventions designed to motivate 
peop le to perform better by chang-
ing their incent ives run the gamut 
from relatively non-invasive to highly-
invasive. From least to most invasive, 
these interventions include 
ft launching or changing recognition 
programs 
ft revising criteria for promotions 
ft changing compensation systems 
ft des igning or redesigning jobs to 
o f f e r e m p l o y e e s more cha l lenges , 
autonomy, and social support 

The mos t invasive in tervent ions 
try to change all seven elements of 
p e r f o r m a n c e . T h e s e in t e rven t ions 
can t a k e y e a r s to i m p l e m e n t a n d 
require the full support of top man-
agement. Frequently, all-encompass-
ing interventions fail to bring about 
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ANNOUNCING 

W H E N I N T E R V E N T I O N S F A I L , T H E Y 

C A N L E A V E O R G A N I Z A T I O N S W E A K E R T H A N 

T H E Y W E R E T O S T A R T W I T H 

the d e s i r e d i m p r o v e m e n t . Such 
efforts include 
I conversion of an organization from 
a traditional hierarchy to one gov-
erned by self-managing teams 
I organization-wide implementation 
of TQM 
I large-scale cultural or transforma-
tional change programs. 

Minimizing resistance 
The more invasive the change, the 
more anxious, confused, and incom-
petent people will feel. The key to 
successfully intervening in an organi-
zation is anticipating and minimizing 
negative feelings. 

The fo l lowing seven pr inc ip les 
enable you to estimate how strongly 
people will resist change. Each prin-
ciple is presented with a suggestion 
of w h a t y o u can d o to min imize 
resistance. 
I P e r f o r m e r s resist c h a n g e s they 
perceive as bu rdensome . Minimize 
resistance by presenting the change 
as a challenge. 
I Performers resist changes that offer 
no payoffs. Clearly demonstrate the 
benefits that the change will bring. 
I The longer it takes to implement a 
change, the more resistance it will 
inspi re . I m p l e m e n t the c h a n g e in 
s tages so that it beg ins p roduc ing 
positive results quickly. 
I If the c h a n g e involves mul t ip le 
f u n c t i o n s or d e p a r t m e n t s , it will 
p rompt resistance. Limit the initial 
change to a few functions or depart-
ments—one if possible. 
I Peop le resist c h a n g e s that alter 
their status, power, or relationships. 
Give people something to gain from 
giving up old advantages. 
I People resist changes that conflict 
with individual and organizat ional 
values. Design the intervention so 
that it a f f i r m s ex i s t ing v a l u e s as 
much as possible without compro-
mising the intervention. 
I If pe r fo rmers doub t the c h a n g e 
will t ake ho ld , t h e y will resist it. 
Demonstrate that top managers sup-

port the change . Assign a sponso r 
with the clout and the staying power 
to e n s u r e that the c h a n g e will be 
implemented. 

Assessment and assimilation 
In theory, assessment and assimila-
tion are two distinct steps. In prac-
tice, many organizations assess their 
e f fo r t s wel l , but fail to ass imila te 
what they have learned. 

Lay the g r o u n d w o r k for assess-
ment and ass imi la t ion du r ing t he 
design phase. 
I Get agreement up front on objec-
tives and criteria. 
> Establish the baseline data and the 
method you will use to evaluate the 
success of the intervention. 
I Wrap u p the eva lua t ion with a 
r epo r t that d e s c r i b e s the l e s sons 
learned from the intervention. Spell 
out how these lessons will be used 
to refine the intervention. 

Above all. remember that a small 
and successful intervention is better 
than a grandiose failure. Take to heart 
this entreaty from the Hippocra t i c 
oath adminis tered to physic ians— 
"first, do no harm." Failed interven-
tions can leave organizations weaker 
than they were to start with. 

Gain your organization's trust by 
staking out a well-defined territory 
and compiling high-quality data on 
which to base a sound intervention. 
A series of limited but meaningful 
i n t e r v e n t i o n s that bu i ld on o n e 
another is more likely to bring about 
deep and lasting change than a sin-
gle major intervention that flops. • 

Clay Carr can be reached at J42 East 
Sc brock Road. Western lie. OH 43081. 

To purchase reprints of this article, 
please send your order to ASTD 
Customer Service. 1640 King Street. 
Box 1443. Alexandria, VA 22313-
2043. Single photocopies, at $6 each, 
must be prepaid. Bulk orders (50 or 
more) of custom reprints ma y he 
billed. Phone 703/683-8I00for price 
information. 
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