Performance Thinking for the Whole Organization
Who “does” performance improvement in your organization? Is it you or other specialists, working on projects and initiatives? Is it members of a learning and development department, trying to transition from training to performance improvement? Is it process professionals, a group called “Organizational Excellence,” or a network of certified “belts” in Six Sigma or related methodologies? Or maybe it is all of these people, and more. How well are they working together? 

How do executives, managers, and team leaders contribute to performance improvement? How does everyone partner and communicate with one another (or not) about performance? Do you think the return on investments made in people is as high as it could be from what we know about human performance? 

These questions, and more, have driven my colleagues and me for over 30 years in efforts to bring the results of research-based performance improvement into our organizations.  We think that the vision of a performance-based organization, with a culture focused on understanding and continuously improving results through people working together, is both compelling and achievable. 
But there are many obstacles. 

Models, Methods, Jargon, and Silos 

Just about everyone has his or her own methods and jargon, often held tightly to his or her heart. Our own field of human performance technology (HPT) is filled with numerous and overlapping models which can be confusing and overwhelming. Add to that the language of Six Sigma, human resource management, instructional design, motivational theory, and the countless flavors-of-the-month that pop up in bookstores and business publications, and you have quite mishmash. I call it a Tower of Babble. 

Diversity and complexity in concepts, models, and language can lead to silos and turf battles, resistance to adoption, and falling back on knee-jerk “favorite” solutions. Have you encountered adherents to process improvement methodologies or management models whose enthusiasm for their approach seems to exclude others? Have you figured out how to keep business stakeholders from asking for training as the default response to performance problems; or how to prevent managers from writing off poor performers as having “bad attitudes”? When you ask to conduct a needs analysis, are you warned of “analysis paralysis” by executives who have been burned by big reports with small results? How can we bridge these gaps, overcome these obstacles, and get everyone working together to improve performance? 

Performance Thinking: Plain Language, Simple Models, Shared Logic 

We think we have found a solution in what we call “performance thinking” based on The Six Boxes® Approach, a combination of elements that everyone, independent of his or her particular discipline or role, can use to improve performance. It has evolved from our plain English framework known as The Six Boxes® Model, derived from Thomas F. Gilbert’s Behavior Engineering Model, but improved because of its user-tested ease of communication. The approach has expanded with additional elements which, like The Six Boxes® Model, are aimed at rapid, easy communication in plain language for people of all backgrounds, and applications at all levels and in all functions. 

While there are many models and concepts in our ever-evolving field, I have always thought that the distinguishing elements of HPT were ones I learned from Gilbert: 

· A focus on valuable work outputs (what Gilbert called accomplishments), the missing link between the behavior of people and the business results they seek to achieve, depicted in what we call the Performance Chain 

· A comprehensive model of behavior influence, that includes all factors that influence behavior as part of a system 

· A performance improvement logic that analyzes (or deconstructs) performance into its constituent parts and then optimizes it to maximize results by balancing and tuning the system 

Many Users and Applications: All Levels and All Functions 

We are finding that anyone can rapidly learn these elements and begin to apply them, formally or informally, in day-to-day practice and in large projects, often working together across silos and turf boundaries. 
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