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The rationality of many managers tends to end when confronted with a "people" prob-
lem-that is, with the apparent failure of an individual or group of individuals to
perform as desired. To illustrate, look at this problem:

As part of their regular duties, engineers are required to submit monthly
reports elaborating on the time and money invested in each project worked
on during the month. These data are used by management as the basis for
pricing proposals and projects.

Theoretically, the time-and-cost reports enable the organization to make
effective proposals. In practice, however, the reports are not effective. In
many cases, data are inaccurate. In others, they are sloppily prepared and
confusing. And almost without exception, the engineers fail to turn their
reports in on time. As a result, the organization often submits badly priced
proposals and fails to secure contracts. Or even worse, the organization en-
ters into agreements that are destined to be financial disasters.

The former department head discussed the problem with the new supervi-
sor th is way:

"There are nineteen engineers in this department and only two or three
hand in reportsl on time. By the time I got them it was too late to send them
back for exten~ive correction, so I did the best I could to patch them togeth-
er and make some sense out of them."



THE PERFORMANCE SYSTEM

It is a given fact that the human being is more complex than any machine and that
each individual is unique in its aspirations and capabilities. Unfortunately, our
overwhelming preoccupation with this complexity and uniqueness gets in the way of
our objectively analyzing "people-centered" problems. That is, if there is a perform-
ance problem which could possibly be the result of a human failure, we tend to
conclude that this is the source of the problem and prescribe some packaged remedy.

In contrast, a group of managers examining the failure to get reports from our "report-
generating" machine knows that the machine is part of a system. That is, it takes
inputs, converts them according to prescribed procedures into an output of certain
specifications. The fact that none of our managers are overly familiar with the complex
machine (certainly not qualified to repair the machine) does not prevent them from
asking questions about the system-about the inputs, the expected outputs, the tol-
erance setting, and quality control feedback. Chances are good that they will isolate
the system component which has malfunctioned-and chances are equally good that
the failure is not within the most complex, mystical component of the system, the
machine itself.

The human being in a work setting (the performer) is also part of a system-a perform-
ance system. Despite his or her uniqueness and complexity, he or she is but one
component in this performance system. Like the machine system, the performance
system will fail if one or more components malfunctions. And like the machine system,
the performance system can be analyzed and malfunctioning components identified.
And, further, like the machine system, failures of the system to perform are seldom
the result of the most complex-appearing component malfunctioning.

The human performer is only one of five components in a performance system. These
five components are:

(1) The job situation, or occasion to perform.

(2) Thl~performer.

(3) The behavior (action or decision) that is to occur.

(4) The consequence of that behavior to the performer.

(5) The feedback to the performer on the consequences of the behavior.

Schematically, the relationship is:
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That is, in any job, there is a situation or occasion where a particular performer is
expected to make a particular response or take some action, which results in some con-
sequence to the performer. That consequence may be considered as positive, negative,
or of little value by the performer. And last, information on that consequence is fed
back to the performer,



(4) The consequence: Perhaps the consequence is punishing or nonexistent:

S--------------.~P,--------------~.~R~-------------~.~!t I
(Perhaps the agent has a conflict in consequences. That is, every time he has
walked to the end of the counter and looked up a credit card, he has found
nothing. That provides no strong positive consequence for continuing to do
this every time the occasion occurs. In addition, frequently customers are
aggravated by the time this step takes and the apparent question of their
honesty. They frequently express this hostility to the agent. This hostility
[negative consequence] can be avoided by not checking the credit card. In
addition, supervision is a/ways concerned with the length of passenger lines
waiting to be served and push ing the agents to handle passengers faster. The
consequence of a harping supervisor may tip the scales in favor of not
performing as desired.)

(5) The feedback: The performer receives no information about his response-
whether it was adequate or inadequate, and, if it was inadequate, how to
improve it:

S------------~.~·p--------------~·~R--------------~.~Ct ,-

(I f an agent fails to check a credit card and the passenger's credit was in fact
no good, the agent may never learn of this.)

According to our performance system, getting the desired human behavior to occur in
a situation is the result of a number of conditions being right. Therefore, the failure of
a behavior to occur can be the result of anyone of these conditions not existing. This
performance system gives us a framework for viewing human performance, for di-
agnosing and correcting performance problems.

In fact, the performance system can be used as a "template" which is placed over a
performance problem. Then each component in the performance system can be iden-
tified and examined, much as a skilled maintenance man troubleshoots an electrical
or mechanical system. Figure 1 contains useful questions in identifying breakdowns in
the performance system.



(4) There is a deficiency in the feedback or information on performance to the
performers in question. The engineers are never told that their reports are vi-
tal for preparing good proposals. As far as they know, the reports are filed
away to gather dust on a shelf. The engineers do not know that their propos-
als are usually unacceptable because the former manager never sent them
photocopies of the revisions he made.

(5) There is a deficiency in the consequence component in that an undesired
response (report submitted late) results in a generally positive consequence.
It is less punishing to submit reports late than it is to get them in on time.
When reports are submitted on time, the manager edits them and returns
them for correction. If they are turned in late, the manager corrects them
himself, sparing the engineers the job of making corrections.

With these data provided by analyzing the performance system, the recommended
solutions included:

Construct inexpensive cubicles in the engineering department for writing
reports.

Assign members of the secretarial pool to aid the engineers.

Develop and distribute a report style book that specifies acceptable report
format (which should reduce the need for rewriting).

Circulate proposals and contracts based on reports throughout the engineer-
ing department.

FEATURES OF THE PERFORMANCE SYSTEM MODEL

The performance system is a theory-a hypothesis about the relationship between peo-
ple and their environment. It is not meant to explain all of human behavior, but, in the
work environment, it has proven to be a practical and effective way of analyzing
performance problems.

There are several important features of this model, the performance system. First, it is
a truly comprehensive model which provides us a "total systems" look at a performer.
The model includes both the performer and the work environment. By looking at the
job as a performance system with the five components, the examination of those
components essentially covers all the bases in the work environment-the job descrip-
tion, the training, the work standards or performance objectives, the data for decisions,
the tools to work with, and the incentives provided by supervision and the organiza-
tion.

In the past, our "problem-solving" innovations have tended to concentrate on just one
variable-e.g., management by objectives (clear statement of the response), sensitivity
training and countless motivation theories (the performer component), the positive re-
inforcement (the arrangement of positive consequences for the correct response). The
result of trying to alter only one variable in the performance system is usually imme-
diate, partial, and short-term improvement. And the new solution is branded as another



USING THE PERFORMANCE MODEL

The major value of the model for the individual manager is as a guide for troubleshoot-
ing and solving performance problems. The model provides a meaningful way to clas-
sify problems. The first distinction is between what can be called deficiencies of knowl-
edge, where the poor performance results from the performer not knowing what to do,
how to do it, or when to do it, and deficiencies of execution, where the poor perform-
ance results from factors in the environment.

Distinguishing between deficiencies of knowledge and of execution is a critical step in
analyzing people-centered performance problems. A frequent result of failure to make
this distinction accurately is that extended and expensive training is conducted in a
foredoomed attempt to solve a supposed knowledge problem that is in fact an execu-
tion problem-a nontraining problem. In addition to being a waste of money, such
training tends to reduce the credibility of the organization with the employee being
trained, and frequently leaves management with the dangerous illusion that the
performance problem in question is being solved.

This critical distinction between a deficiency of execution (DE) and a deficiency of
knowledge (OK) can usually be made by getting the answers to the questions posed in
Figure 1.

The second distinction is among those factors in the environment (nonperformer
components of the performance system) which may have contributed to the poor
performance. The three major classes are:

(1) Lack of feedback: Th is problem arises when the person either does not know
that the behavior is important or does not know that he or she is failing to
perform to standard. The solution to this problem is to design and im-
plement an adequate feedback system.

(2) Task interference: Here, the person cannot perform as desired because he or
she lacks the tools or because the layout or organization of the job is such as
to interfere with proper performance. The solution to this problem is job
engineering.

(3) Punishment or unfavorable consequences: In this case, the person has no
incentive for performing as desired; frequently it is even against his or her
own best short-term interests to do so. The solution to this problem is to
change the consequences attendant on the job so as to encourage proper
performance. Now let's look more closely at each of the three causes of DES.

FEEDBACK PROBLEMS

The individual performer is guided by the feedback he/she receives about his/her
performance. In most cases, where an individual agrees with the work goals, he or she
will improve if he or she knows:

( 1) he or she is off target;

(2) how to correct or get on target;
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(5) making the feedback message:

(a) more specific (e.g., by unit supervisor rather than by section)?

(b) free of "noise" (e.g., on a single sheet, not a two-inch thick computer
printout)?

(6) having the message delivered by a more objective and positive source?

(7) changing the format to show:

(a) cumulative performance record (a history)?

(b) composite of various performance indicators (for comparison)?

(c) performance in relation to standard?

(8) increasing frequency?

(9) providing permanent storage for comparison by performer (a memory sys-
tem)?

CONSEQUENCE PROBLEMS
A person's performance is strongly influenced by the consequences he or she suffers or
enjoys as a result of that performance. The consequences of performance may be posi-
tive, negative, or, for all practical purposes, nonexistent. They may also be immediate
or long-term, and real or potential. Finally, they come simultaneously from a number
of sources, including the work itself, subordinates, peers, bosses, and the organization-
al establishment.

It follows that proper management of consequences is critical in maintaining desired
performance. This is particularly true in organizational settings where a complex envi-
ronment of people, procedures, and events continuously metes out consequences. The
frequent, random, and arbitrary consequences that naturally occur in the organization
must be brought under management's control, balanced, and managed in a way to
support the desired performance.

Poor performance can frequently be traced to the fact that the organization (system,
situations, procedures) inadvertently provides negative consequences for-that is,
"punishes"-the desired behavior. Take, for example, the airline manager who sought
training in "decision-making" for his airport-terminal ticket-counter supervisors. When
pressed for an example of poor decision-making, he was able to cite only the failure of
supervisors to add additional staff to the counter when the passenger lines extended
beyond a certain point. The analyst asked the counter supervisors why they didn't add
staff under these circumstances. One replied that he had done so once, but got
"burned" because it caused an overrun in the overtime budget. Now when he sees a
need to additional staff, he calls his supervisor and asks him to decide. Not surpris-
ingly, the supervisor's supervisor said much the same thing. Now he asks the manager,
rather than run the risk of all that "heat." There are several costs that result from this
set of negative consequences. One is the loss of service to customers and the possible
loss of revenues. The other-the more insidious one-is that the manger is now bogged
down making all manner of decisions that should be made two levels below him.



Task interference described those factors that make it either difficult or impossible to
perform as desired. In addition to poor physical layout of a job, the major source of
task interference is the lack of adequate resources-of time, tools or support equip-
ment, or personnel.

Such problems can be identified by asking:

(1) Is there enough time to perform the task?

(2) Is there enough equipment to perform the task?

(3) Are there enough support people and services to perform the task?

(4) Are there competing tasks?

(5) Are there things that distract the employee from the task?

Task-interference problems constantly creep into jobs as procedures are modified,
assignment subtly change in scope, and systems slowly evolve. The problems can
usually be solved by some form of job engineering.

Although these kinds of problems are relatively straightforward and the solutions far
from profound, it is important that a manager identify and correct these problems. An
employee may be slow to admit that such a problem exists or quick to work around
it, assuming that it is "just one of those things." (I n fact, human beings are generally
so adaptive that they will be up to their ears in "just one of those things" unless some-
one keeps clearing them out of the way.) It is important that a manager identify task-
interference problems and get the interference removed, or at least help a subordinate
figure out the optimal way to get around the interference.

SUMMARY

This article presents a framework for viewing human performance-a framework which
suggests a systematic, objective approach to analyzing performance problems. The
performance model also suggestssomething about the function of a manager. The man-
ager is not just the manager of people, but of the performance system. The manager
must keep all the components of the performance system in balance if he or she is to
get the outcomes desired. This in turn raises questions about the emphasis in current
management training on understanding people. It is interesting and possibly valuable
to know about the dozen popular theories about the inner person. But it is critical
that a manager know enough about the job and the work environment so that he or
she can articulate reasonable performance objectives to the performer, provide the nec-
essary resources, arrange appropriate consequences, and supply relevant performance
feedback. If he or she can't do that, all the human relations training in the world won't
make him or her a successful manager.

Concepts and technologies discussed herein were originally developed by the Praxis
Corporation which was acquired by Kepner-Tregoe, Inc. in June of 1979.


