
Measured Results
A Dialogue after the 1984 NSPI Conference

Trainer: Hey, you’re the guy I met
after the conference a couple years ago.
The Irritation Engineer, right? (See Per-
fo rmance and Ins t ruc t ion ,  Feedback
column,  July/August  1982.)

Irritation Engineer: That’s right.
Trainer: Yeah, you’re the guy that

makes ketchup bottles too small for a
knife to fit in, and makes windshield
wipers always wear out first just in the
l ine  of  v is ion .

IE: That’s it.
T: And you had a classy slogan that

I’ve forgotten.
IE: The idea is that every now and

then something works too well. Then
people get smug and lazy. So we try to
keep things human. Too much success
isn’t good for people. So our motto is,
“Humanity is ennobled by the tension
of dissatisfaction.”

T: That’s it. I remember now. Well,
I see you’re back to another NSPI con-
ference,  so you irri tat ion engineers must
have decided that training is getting to
be effective and you want to muck i t  up
a  b i t .

IE: You know, you are right. It looks
to us  as  though the NSPI may soon have
to be infiltrated. They seem to be
becoming more and more effective, and
that’s always a challenge to an irr i tat ion
engineer. But not just yet. We’re still
banking on the mystic rites syndrome.

T: The what?
IE: The mystic rites syndrome. Let

me explain it this way. Do you remem-
ber how B. F. Skinner described the
ri tual is t ic  behavior  of  pigeons?

T: Sure. He described how pigeons
on a regular schedule of reinforcement
would develop patterns of behavior that
looked like ritualistic dances.

IE: And do you remember how he
explained i t’?

T: Of course. He said that the feeding
schedule reinforced whatever behavior
was going on at  the t ime,  and as the bird
repeated that behavior the reinforce-
ment made it more and more likely, no
matter what it was. To anthropomor-
phize, it was as if the pigeon thought
that the dance he was doing led to his
gett ing fed.  But i t  looked bizarre because
it was repeated so “ferverently” when
it really didn’t have anything to do with
get t ing fed.

IE: That’s close enough. Now, do you
trainers get  paid no matter  what you do?
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T: No. We can get fired if we don’t

get  resul ts .
IE: Right. You can get fired. But until

that t ime, do your pay and your rewards
depend upon your resul ts?

T: Well, not exactly, but the boss’s
att i tudes,  and what  people think of  you,
and the size of your staff,  and your bud-
get-all those depend on how well you
do .

IE: Right. On how well you do. But
do they depend on the results  you get-
on how much your work improves the
quality and quantity and cost of your
organizat ion’s product?

T: No, not exactly. But we care about
doing a  good job.

IE: Yes, I am sure you do. But your
caring isn’t the thing that causes the
reward is i t‘?

T: No.
IE: And getting results isn’t either, is

i t ?
T: Not always.
IE: Well, there you are!
T: What do you mean, “There you

are!” Where am I?
IE: At the mystic rites syndrome.

You’re not reinforced for gett ing results ,
but you are rewarded regularly in spite
of your results. That does have an ele-
ment of ritual to it, doesn’t it?

T: No, damn it. It works. Look at all
the successful trainers at this confer-
ence. So we don’t know in dollars and
cents how much training improves the
organization. Why should we, if we’re
successful  wi thout  i t?

IE: Now you should listen carefully
to what you just said. And you should
write it down and pin it up on your bul-
letin board at work, because it is one of
the chants by which the mystic rites
syndrome can be recognized.

T: Well, then why are you here? If
trainers are doing ineffective mystic
dances, what is there for you to interfere
with‘?

IE: We see you making progress.
T: Right. And you saw the evidence

right  here at  this  convention,  didn’t  you?
IE: Yes, we did. Judy Hale’s ses-

sions showed performance technology
turning complex political problems into
clear objectives with measurable results .
Marty Smith did a beautiful job review-
ing the development and patterns of
training evaluation. Westgaard’s train-
ing audit is impressive, too. Rummler
demonstrated the connection of perfor-

mance technology to productivity
improvement. Gorski and his compan-
ions put videotape training to the cost
effective test, King did the same with
needs analysis, and Sloat even took on
the evaluat ion of  social / interact ive ski l ls
training. Shrock and Nowakowski’s
forum report showed you reaching out
to executives, and the Cracker Barrel
included Bob Carleton talking about
return on investment for  training.  That’s
not all, of course, but it does show that
you may be moving away from the mys-
t ic  r i tes  syndrome. And to top i t  off ,  the
figures that Zigon  displayed from Yel-
low Freight were a really impressive
achievement.

T: Gee, I didn’t think you’d be
impressed by that .  I  mean,  i t  didn’t  have
any statistical analysis in it at all. It wasn’t
really scientific.

IE: The point is that he’s focused on
the real question. Look, if you take a
group of employees into a classroom
and teach them for three days how to
throw frisbees, then when they come
out of the classroom, they are better at
throwing fr isbees.

T: Right. We do make a difference,
and we know it.

IE: Then why do you spend so much
time studying it, if you know it?

T: What do you mean?
IE: Well, you give tests, and formu-

late experimental paradigms, and apply
stat is t ical  analysis ,  don’t  you?

T: Of course. Any trainer worth his
sal t  evaluates  t raining.

IE: Why?
T: Because we want to know. That’s

why.
IE: Ah! Another mystic chant. But it

stands to reason that  i f  you have some-
one practicing throwing a frisbee for three
days that he will get better at it. What
in heaven’s name is al l  the “evaluation”
about? It is, from our point of view, a
mystic rite-an enormous effort directed
at the obvious fact that people learn what
you teach them. In the mean time, the
important  issue goes unanswered.

T: OK. I give up. You’ve got every-
thing turned upside down now, and sta-
tistics and testing are silly. So now you’re
going to set me straight. OK. I’ll fall for
it .  What’s the real issue?

IE: To know whether or not the
learning has an effect on the organiza-
tion’s quality, quantity, and cost of

2 2 PERFORMANCE & INSTRUCTION JOURNAL/AUGUST 1984



-..

product; to know whether training is a
benefit-a value added-or a cost to the
organization. Did I ever tell you the story
about  designing airplane seats?

T: No. Let’s hear it.
IE: Well, we were just beginning a

design process when one of the mem-
bers of the team said, “Look, the thing
that  real ly counts is  whether or  not  they
are comfortable.”

T: Well, you certainly defeated him.
Those seats  are the most  i r r i ta t ing thing
I’ve run across in a long time.

IE: You’re right.  We won. We loaded
the team with statisticians who got to
talking about averages and exotic mea-
sures. They completely overlooked the
simple central question of “Do people
find i t  comfortable?” Instead, they used
high powered mathematical techniques
to answer the wrong question: “What
size should the seats be?”

T: I’ve got i t .  They designed the seat
for the average person, which makes it
uncomfortable for everyone because no
one is average.

IE: That’s it. It was area1 coup. High
powered effort  going to answer the wrong
question. Look, to be successful, you
have to have both-the right question
and the measures. Maybe you should
study the history of science a bit.
Advances in theory are coupled to
advances in the ability to measure.

T: That’s a pretty big generalization.
IE: It is indeed! Astronomers can

measure the distance to s tars;  physicis ts
can measure the existence of subatomic
part icles;  microbiologists  can count  the
parts of a strand of DNA. But you cannot
measure what good training does your
company. Don Ritter is a congressman
with a Ph.D. from MIT, and here’s the
way he put it. “The training of a scien-
tist or engineer is to seek the right answer.
But in advocacy training, you get your
credit for performing well regardless of
whether  your posi t ion is  r ight  or  wrong”
(Wall Street Journal, May 4, 1984, p.
16). Think about that as you sit in that
irritating plane seat on the way home.
The myst ic  r i tes  syndrome is  s t rong and
may keep your profession as ineffective
and successful  as  Skinner’s  pigeons.

T: Yes, but NSPI is setting up a task
force for the encouragement of mea-
sured results. They are asking the sim-
ple direct question, “Does it make any
difference?” So you’ll be eating your
words pret ty  soon.

IE: We heard about that and, frankly,
we’re worried. But we’re not yet ready
to infiltrate. We’re depending on the
behavior warp.

T: What’s that?
IE: When you make a clear simple

singleminded statement of what you
want, people will warp their behavior
out of all reasonable proportion to give
i t  to  you .

T: Oh, yeah. Like if you measure
student hours, trainers will start creat-
ing enormous amounts of them, but you’ll
be sorry because quali ty goes down.

IE: Yes, or if you give a child a ham-
mer, he will hammer everything with it.
Or if you reward trainers for measured
organizational results, they will get
measured results to the detriment of
everything else.

T: Give me an example.
IE: Well, what was Margo  Murray-

Hicks talking about in her keynote
breakfast?

T: People. People and axioms and
mentor ing.

IE: And what happens to people if
you focus only on measured results? Is
measured results people oriented?

T: Not exactly.
IE: So it could walk right over con-

cern for people‘?
T: Yeah, I guess it could.
IE: And do you remember Roger

Kaufman’s message?
T: You mean societal consider-

a t ions?
IE: Well, aren’t measured results

playing right into the hands of narrow
minded corporate greed to the detri-
ment of society?

T: I see what you mean.
IE: And how about Mager’s banquet

address?
T: Yes, he said the same thing that

you’re saying-that there can’t be any
single focus that’s going to suddenly
make us al l  have the same interests and
draw the same conclusions-that we
wear a lot of different hats.

IE: You’ve got it.
T: Well, then, shouldn’t there be a

task force to encourage measured
resul ts?

IE: Of course there should. Every
performance technologist  needs greater
skill at measuring the results of his work.

But 1’11 tell you one thing. The natural
difficulty of balancing aggressive action
with care for detail and broad concerns
is the thing that lets us keep our orga-
nization so small. Some of the world’s
irritations aren’t engineered, you know
. . But  I’ve got  to  go now. These s tools
are so uncomfortable-just a bit too far
from the bar aren’t they‘?

T: Don’t tell me.
IE: That’s right. Designed them

myself in 1978. The trick is in putting
the foot bar in the way, so you can’t
push them up. But I really do have to
go.

T: Listen, I  couldn’t  read your address
on the card you gave me two years ago.
Could you give me another?

IE: Sure. Here.
T: MURPHY’S LAW FIRM. I didn’t

know you were a lawyer.
IE: I’m not. It’s not Murphy’s law

firm. It’s Murphy’s-law firm. It’s a firm
to study Murphy’s law as it applies to
Irri tat ion Engineering.  But that’s  another
story.  And I’ve got to go now. See you
at the next convention, maybe.

T: OK. And have agood  trip. . . Oh,
oh. Say bartender. Can you read this
name and address?

Bartender: Let me see . . Sorry,
buddy. I can’t read that at all. It always
seems l ike the address you want to read
the most is the one that’s always
smudged. Know what I  mean’?

T: Yeah, kind of like Murphy’s law,
r igh t?

Bartender: Right. Here’s the tab.

About the Author
Are you interested in joining Jim

McCampbell  on NSPl’s  task force
to encourage measured resultsY  If
you are, contact him at Consultants
For Measured Results, 1765 East
55th Street, Chicago, Illinois 6061.5.

Make Them Send You to the Field. . . .

Amy Allaire  Titus
Developing a training program Law No. 2

involves interviewing trainees and vis-
iting trainee work environments. Too
often the client or Headquarters requests Law No. 3
training for field offices and expects that
the training can be developed at Head-
quarters by interviewing Headquarters
experts. This can be done overtly by Law No. 4
not  including f ield vis i ts  in  the contract
or covertly by “allowing” the Instruc-
tional  Designer  to interview f ield people
when they are at Headquarters.
Law No. 1 Do not allow this to hap- Law No. 5

pen. Brains can become

Tell the client you do not
want to be brainwashed so
you want to go to the field.
Talk to Headquarters m d
Field Office people con-
cerning whom to visit and
where.
Do not buy the baloney that
money has dried up during
the course ofthe project  so
that field visits are impos-
sible.
Return to Law No. 2.

befuddled at Headquar- -based on a 60-secondpresentation  at
ters . the Atlanta NSPI Conference.
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