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C H A P T E R 1

Overview

The Government Performance and
Results Act (GPRA)

In recognition of the growing concern regarding the perform-

ance of the federal government, in 1993 Congress enacted the

Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA).1 This legis-

lation changed the way that the federal government managed

its performance by requiring federal agencies to become

results-oriented. ‘‘The Government Accountability Office

(GAO) has described GPRA as being ‘the centerpiece of a statu-

tory framework Congress put in place during the 1990s to ad-

dress long-standing weaknesses in federal operations, improve

federal management practices, and provide greater accountabil-

ity for achieving results.’ ’’2

Its goals were to:

‘‘(1) improve the confidence of the American people in the
capability of the Federal Government, by systemati-
cally holding Federal agencies accountable for achiev-
ing program results;

3
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(2) initiate program performance reform with a series of
pilot projects in setting program goals, measuring
program performance against those goals, and report-
ing publicly on their progress;

(3) improve Federal program effectiveness and public ac-
countability by promoting a new focus on results, ser-
vice quality, and customer satisfaction;

(4) help Federal managers improve service delivery, by re-
quiring that they plan for meeting program objectives
and by providing them with information about pro-
gram results and service quality;

(5) improve congressional decision-making by providing
more objective information on achieving statutory ob-
jectives, and on the relative effectiveness and efficiency
of Federal programs and spending; and

(6) improve internal management of the Federal Govern-
ment.’’3

The Act required agencies to develop long-term strategic

plans that identified outcome-related goals and objectives, ex-

plained how the goals and objectives would be achieved, identi-

fied the key external factors to the organization and beyond its

control that could hamper its achievement of the general goals

and objectives, and explained the program evaluations used in

developing or adjusting the general goals and objectives, with a

timetable for future program evaluations.

Each agency was further required to prepare an annual per-

formance plan for every program activity contained in its budget.

The plan had to establish performance goals defining the level of

performance to be achieved by an activity; list such goals in a

quantifiable and measurable form, if possible; describe what was

required to meet these goals; develop the appropriate perform-
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ance indicators; and provide a way to compare program results

with the established performance goals.

The GPRA is important to this discussion because it

changed the focus of federal agencies from process/compliance

to outcomes. It let everyone know that, more than ever, they

would be accountable for achieving the desired results. This

important distinction placed that much more pressure on gov-

ernment managers at all levels to deliver excellent performance.

Why Is It So Difficult to Manage
Performance in the Government?

The simple reason it is difficult to manage performance in gov-

ernment is that there are a wide variety of factors and variables

at play, a number of which are extremely difficult to manage

and control. By the same token, it is important to recognize

that many of these factors and variables are not as tough to

handle as you might think and that the difficulties managers

face with them are often a function of inexperience, a lack of

will, or simply poor decision making.

If you look at many of the potential issues that managers

have to deal with, you will begin to appreciate the challenges

that every government manager faces on a daily basis. Let’s take

a look at some of them.

Budget Constraints and Difficulties

First of all, there is the government’s budget cycle, which often

takes one to two years from the time money is budgeted until

it is eventually allocated to an individual department, agency,

or administration. This built-in delay often means that by the
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time government managers receive their budgets, they may not

be sufficient for the task at hand due to changing situations.

A good example of this was 9/11. Since no one anticipated

the unprecedented terrorist attacks on our nation, the resources

needed to respond to these attacks were not included in the

normal budget cycle. While Congress quickly allocated hun-

dreds of billions of dollars to ramp up the war effort and ad-

dress homeland security, it did not initially budget for

programs that were ancillary to these efforts, such as veterans’

health care, the processing of veterans’ benefits claims, and so

on. The net result was that performance in these areas deterio-

rated; for example, VA hospitals were inundated with veterans

seeking services, and the backlog of claims to be adjudicated

grew to exceed a million cases.4

On a day-to-day basis, government managers deal with this

issue all the time, and, in most cases, the reasons for the discon-

nect are far less dramatic. For example, it may be that the budget

distribution system is flawed, resulting in some organizations re-

ceiving a disproportionately low amount of money relative to

their mission. It may be that this is a lean budget year due to a

national emphasis on deficit reduction or a local shortfall in tax

collections, resulting in everyone suffering from cutbacks. Or it

may simply be that the resources have remained stable but, due

to outside forces, the workload has dramatically increased, which

for all intents and purposes means that the budget is insufficient

to achieve the organization’s goals.

Complicated Recruiting and Management
Systems

By and large, the government’s employees are just as good as

the private sector’s. However, the systems that the government
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uses to hire its employees tend to be complicated and confus-

ing, often resulting in the government taking an inordinate

amount of time to bring on new employees. Moreover, because

the government quite rightly gives priority in hiring to certain

groups of applicants (e.g., veterans, disabled persons), selecting

officials sometimes find themselves choosing candidates who

are in high-priority groups but have a lower level of technical

skills than other applicants.

Once the selectees become employees, they are part of a

system that offers them a wide variety of rights and protections.

They generally have extensive rights to grieve any dissatisfaction

with their employment, either through an agency or through a

negotiated grievance procedure. They can file a complaint with

the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission whenever

they feel they have been victims of discrimination. If they are

federal employees, they can also file a complaint with the U.S.

Merit Systems Protection Board if they feel that a prohibited

personnel action was taken against them or lodge a charge with

the U.S. Federal Labor Relations Authority if they believe that

an unfair labor practice was committed. Many government em-

ployees at the state or local levels have similar rights.

To complicate matters even further, if a worker proves to

be a poor employee and a disciplinary, adverse,5 or perform-

ance action is taken against him, he has extensive rights to reply

to the proposed action and then to appeal if the action is taken.

These protections can make some employees feel invulnerable

and can and most certainly have resulted in some employees

exercising them to ‘‘grind their supervisors down,’’ meaning

that they have prevented their bosses from having both the time

and energy to concentrate on managing the performance of

their activities.
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High-Cost Locations

Government offices are often located where their clients are.

Although cost is sometimes a factor in choosing the locations

(e.g., the Defense Base Closure and Realignment Commis-

sion),6 it is not the driving factor that it is in the private sector.

Although computers have certainly made it more feasible to

centralize government activities to lower-cost areas, you

wouldn’t want to relocate a VA medical center from New York

City to Muskogee, a police force from Los Angeles to Reno, or

a sanitation department from Chicago to Sioux Falls. It just

wouldn’t make sense.

As a result, government leaders who manage activities in

high-cost areas have major challenges. For example, since the

salaries they offer have frequently been noncompetitive, they

have generally been less able to attract top talent, and their em-

ployees have had to live farther away from work and therefore

have had draining commutes. The government also tends to

experience frequent turnover, cope with a statistically larger

number of difficult employee and labor relations issues, and

have sky-high fixed costs (e.g., rent, utilities). To make matters

even worse, government officials who manage these offices in-

variably have a hard time recruiting key managers to work for

them because the salaries offered in these locations often do not

cover the cost of housing, the expense of education, and so on.

The Mindset

In my opinion, this is one of the biggest challenges facing gov-

ernment organizations. Far too many of its managers believe

that they can’t manage performance and hold their employees

accountable, because it is too difficult, too time-consuming, and
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too painful. Moreover, those who have tried have often been

frustrated by the lack of support from their superiors.

How often have you heard a senior manager say, ‘‘Better to

have half an employee than no employee at all?’’ How fre-

quently have you seen poorly performing activities receive large

performance awards? Have you watched a rotten apple be

moved all around your organization and then get stuck with

him? I think you get the point. These scenarios happen all the

time. They are not a result of bad government systems; they

reflect a mindset that believes in taking the path of least resis-

tance rather than dealing with performance problems.

The good news is that an organization’s mindset can be

changed. It is not an easy thing to do, since it involves a change

in culture. However, if management has the will and skill, it is

definitely doable.

Unintended Effects of Legislation

Government leaders must follow the law when managing their

organizations. Obviously, we are a nation that is governed by

laws, and this in and of itself is not a bad thing. Laws are the

foundation of our country, and the governing laws provide us

with structure and direction.

However, in my experience, political forces often drive the

creation of laws, and, while this is often a good thing, some-

times laws passed to address a short-term issue (e.g., a war, a

disaster) can create unintended sets of problems. Moreover,

once a law is passed, it is extremely difficult to change it, espe-

cially in this day and age when Congress and our nation is so

polarized.

For example, employees of my old organization, the Veter-
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ans Benefits Administration (VBA), are responsible for adjudi-

cating claims for veterans’ benefits. In a given month, they

make decisions on ninety thousand or more claims. The deci-

sions involve new claims for benefits, appeals of recent deci-

sions, and reopened claims.

Veterans’ benefits are often a political ‘‘hot potato,’’ espe-

cially when our nation is at war, which we are today. As I men-

tioned earlier, the backlog of pending claims for veterans’

benefits has reached a million cases, and that is often blamed

on the bureaucrats running VBA. While I have no doubt that

VBA has had more than its fair share of mismanagement, it is

also important to note that VBA operates within a series of laws

that help perpetuate a continuing backlog.

To cite just one illustration, veterans have one year to ap-

peal a claims decision. Conversely, citizens only have two

months to appeal an adverse decision on Social Security bene-

fits. By allowing veterans an extra ten months in their appeals

process, Congress has allowed a small percentage of veterans to

use this time to submit all sorts of redundant and contradictory

information/evidence that create inordinate delays in gathering

evidence and establishing overlapping situations that preclude

reasonable, timely decisions. In short, the unintended conse-

quences of this component of the law has been to enable a lim-

ited number of veterans to consume a large percentage of

available claims adjudication time that could be better used

serving other veterans.

The Fishbowl Effect

Government managers operate within a fishbowl wherein virtu-

ally all of the actions they take seem to be subject to review by
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a wide variety of forces. For example, area and/or regional of-

fices, as well as headquarters, are always looking over their

shoulders. In addition, they have the Inspector General (IG) to

deal with, as well as the Office of Management and Budget,

which is an arm of the White House, and the General Account-

ing Office (GAO). On top of this, they have to be concerned

with their local congressional representatives, whom their con-

stituents frequently turn to when they are not happy.

Of course, let’s not forget about the media, who are always

looking for a good story that uncovers government corruption,

malfeasance, or inefficiency. In addition, special interest and/or

government watchdogs are out there looking to expose govern-

ment actions that they do not approve of.

Even the people who work for these government managers

may point the finger at them when they think they are out of

line. For example, the unions7 that represent government em-

ployees always keep a close eye on management to make sure

that it is treating the employees fairly and is not doing anything

that would harm the bargaining unit. Moreover, sometimes the

employees themselves will criticize their supervisors by com-

plaining to upper management, the IG, their local representa-

tive, or the media.

As you can imagine, trying to manage a government organi-

zation while having so many eyes constantly watching you is

not an easy thing to do.

Other Complicating Issues

The aforementioned are just a few of the constraints that gov-

ernment managers have to deal with. Other potential challenges

may include:
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> Technology. This may involve the computer systems not
being up-to-date or not talking to each other, not hav-
ing the requisite security, not being flexible enough to
keep up with the demands of the mission, or simply not
having the right equipment.

> Work processes. The organization may have work pro-
cesses that are inefficient or unclear or that feature too
many handoffs. It may not have sufficient documenta-
tion of the processes, leading to confusion and frequent
mistakes.

> Organizational design. The organizational structure may
not be appropriate for the present situation. It may have
too many layers of management or many redundancies
or may simply require consolidation.

> Physical plant. The organization may be housed in out-
dated or dysfunctional space that hinders its ability to
accomplish its mission, or it may have good space that
is not being used as well as it should be.

> Metrics. The metrics may be poorly described, or they
may not properly reflect what the organization is trying
to accomplish. On the other hand, the organization may
have good metrics but poorly written performance stan-
dards, resulting in a weak line of sight from the national
level down to the local employee.

> Information. Data may not flow properly throughout
the organization or may not be available to the appro-
priate people who need them. Even worse, the organiza-
tion may not be able to capture essential data or may be
unable to gather data on a timely basis.

> Training. The organization may have a weak training
program that does not provide its employees and man-
agers with the skills they need in order to thrive, or it
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may provide good individual training courses but not
structure the training in a strategic fashion that would
enable the organization to meet its long-term goals.

> Pay. Most government organizations utilize one or
more pay systems that are relatively inflexible and tend
to value time on the job over performance. While there
have been pay-for-performance initiatives, they have
generally been limited and have met with mixed reac-
tions and results.8

> Rewards and recognition. The organization may not be
rewarding the right performance/behaviors, it may be
inconsistent in its approach, or it may be sending out
messages that are at odds with the goals it is trying to
accomplish.

> The use of contractors. In the push to reduce the size of
government and/or because the government may lack
certain skill sets, administrations have increasingly re-
lied on contractors to help get the work done. One of
the problems with this approach is that contractors are
not civil servants, which at times makes it difficult for
government managers to control their actions.

> Management. The organization may have a new, inexpe-
rienced, and/or weak management team that is not pre-
pared for the challenges that confront them. This is due
in large part to the exit of the Class of ’73,9 which is
retiring or expected to retire soon in droves. The net
result of this will be the outflow of many senior and
midlevel officials, leaving the government with a slew of
relatively unprepared replacements.

As you can see, there are many reasons why it is difficult to

manage performance in the government. To compound mat-

ters, in all likelihood, the challenges will only increase over
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time, as the world becomes more complex, our country be-

comes more polarized, the budget deficit increases, employees

become even more litigious, and the problems continue to in-

crease in magnitude.

What Can Be Done to Improve
Performance in Government?

There are many, many things that can be done to improve per-

formance in government and address the issues cited. However,

before I go forward and address those issues in the following

chapters, I want to be clear that this book is primarily intended

for government leaders, managers, and supervisors who are op-

erating within the current systems. As such, it is not intended as

a prescription for how to change government at a broad na-

tional, state, or local level. That involves a different set of chal-

lenges and requires a high degree of political involvement. For

the most part, I leave that to other people who have greater

expertise in that area than I have.

For that same reason, this book does not, for the most part,

address legislative changes that in many cases would certainly

make government work better. That is a whole other animal

and is best left for someone who has more legislative expertise

than I have.

Also, it does not go into much detail as to how to make

large-scale improvements in areas such as technology, since

that is usually beyond the reach of your typical management

official and is not within my own area of expertise. Again, this is

a book that is designed to help managers improve performance

within their own work environment and sphere of influence.

That having been said, I strongly believe that if all govern-
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ment managers were to apply the principles contained in this

book, that in and of itself would fundamentally improve the

overall performance of government at every level. That is be-

cause there is so much room for improvement in government,

due to bureaucratic inefficiencies, misaligned systems, weak ac-

countability, poor management, and similar factors.

The point of the discussion in this chapter is that the funda-

mentals of performance improvement at any level are the same.

They involve aligning and refining the organization’s key man-

agement systems (technical, structural, decision making and in-

formation, people, rewards, and renewal—more on that later)

so that the employees (1) receive a clear and consistent message

as to the direction they should be going; (2) are placed in the

best possible position to provide excellent service to the public;

and (3) are held accountable for their actions. It also requires

that a strong leadership/management team be in place to suc-

cessfully implement these systems, manage its employees within

this framework, and make the appropriate adjustments along

the way.

Every manager who is looking to improve the performance

of her unit or section should be familiar with the approach

described in this chapter, learn more about the key manage-

ment systems, and understand how each of the systems works

in conjunction with the others. In this way, she will begin to

recognize when the systems are working well and when they are

not and will know how to implement the requisite fixes.

One of the key premises of this book is that high-

performing government organizations work within excellent

management systems, and it is the systems that drive the right

employee behavior. That is, people will perform and behave the



 

16 Improving the Performance of Government Employees

way that the organization wants because they receive clear and

consistent messages from all of the organization’s management

systems. Top-notch supervisors, of course, will still need to

skillfully manage their employees;10 but they will do best if they

manage them within the framework of an integrated set of man-

agement systems.

This book addresses all of the key management systems,

with a chapter devoted to each system11 and its implication for

performance improvement. It also discusses how they relate to

one another, examines different ways you can set up and mod-

ify them, and provides strategies for successfully using them. It

further shows you some innovative ways to manage your em-

ployees within these systems and addresses the constraints and

challenges described earlier. It concludes with a series of real-

world government case studies that show how performance can

truly be improved if one follows the concepts contained herein.



 
C H A P T E R 2

Organizational
Systems

I first became exposed to the concept of organiza-

tion systems design in the 1990s, when my office was seeking

to undergo a fundamental change in its performance, culture,

and approach. A new leader had arrived in our office, and he

questioned the way we did business. He felt that, although we

were doing pretty well, we could do a lot better, and, quite

frankly, he wanted to modernize our approach to work.

Prior to that, I (and most of my peers) tended to both look

at and manage performance in a very reactive manner; if there

was a problem, I looked to see who was at fault and whom I

should blame. As many other managers did, I tended to fault

people for our performance problems and did not think to look

more deeply at our management systems and how they inter-

acted with each other.

At that time, I was unfamiliar with the thinking of the pio-

17
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neers in the field of systems design such as W. Edwards Deming

and P. R. Scholtes.

Deming believed that most problems in an organization
can be attributed to a system, not to people. ‘‘In my experi-
ence, most troubles and most possibilities for improve-
ment add up to proportions something like this: 94%
belong to the system (the responsibility of management);
6% are attributable to special causes’’ (Deming, W. E. ‘‘The
New Economics for Industry, Government, Education’’
[2nd edition]. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1994, p. 33).
Scholtes add[ed] his viewpoint on the importance of be-
coming knowledgeable about organizational systems and
identifie(d) what is wrong with our present systems.
Among a long list of current systems issues, which he
call[ed] ‘‘brainshakers,’’ he include(d) the following:

We look to heroic efforts of outstanding individuals for
our successful work. Instead we must create systems that
routinely allow excellent work to result from the ordinary
efforts of people. . . . Changing the system will change what
people do. Changing what people do will not change the
system. . . . The greatest conceit of managers is that they
can motivate people . . . attempts [they make] will only
make things worse . . . Behind incentive programs lies man-
agement’s patronizing and cynical set of assumptions
about workers . . . Managers imply that their workers are
withholding a certain amount of effort, waiting for it to be
bribed out of them.’ (Scholtes, P. R. ‘‘The Leaders Hand-
book: A Guide to Inspiring Your People and Managing the
Daily Workflow,’’ New York: McGraw-Hill, 1998, p. ix–x.)’’1

We brought in a consultant named Bill Snyder, who worked
at the time for Paul Gustavson,2 the founder of Organization
Planning and Design, Inc. He immediately challenged the way
that I (and others) viewed our work and prodded us to think
differently.
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He taught us to first develop a deeper understanding of our

organization’s underlying structure, which included its strategies,

systems, and processes, and to see how it influenced our employ-

ees, our culture, and, ultimately, our performance. He showed

us that this was where we needed to look to truly improve our

organization. In other words, people set up the systems and such,

and therefore it was up to us to change them. We had the oppor-

tunity to change many of the goals, the values, the rules, the

procedures, the processes, and the structure; and if we made the

right choices, we could literally remake our organization.

For me, it was one of the defining moments of my career,

because it forced me to question some of my long-held beliefs

and made me recognize that there was another, better, more

logical and sophisticated way of looking at work and the rela-

tionship of our employees’ behavior/performance to a series of

key drivers. I began to see that managing people and ultimately

delivering top-notch performance was more complicated than

simply securing enough resources and then holding people ac-

countable. At the same time, I also started to understand that

designing, aligning, and implementing an integrated set of

management systems could enable our organization to move

forward in a much more focused and consistent manner than I

previously thought was possible.

Virtually all government and nongovernment organizations

use a series of management processes and systems to manage

their operations. When these elements are properly designed

to support the accomplishment of the organization’s mission,

vision, and values, the organization is well positioned for suc-

cess on every level. In short, the processes will promote and

encourage success rather than inhibit it from happening.

The process of designing and aligning an organization’s sys-
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tems is commonly referred to as organizational systems design.

The basic idea behind it is that you get what you design for and

that, if you want to change your organization’s results, you

need to first change the design of its systems. Phrased differ-

ently, ‘‘if you always do what you have always done, then you

will always get what you always got.’’

This book is not about organizational systems design per se.

However, as both a manager and a leader, I have found that using

an organizational design model was very helpful in guiding my

thinking about my organization’s present and future design and,

more important, its performance. As you will see in future chap-

ters, I will be using this concept as the framework for examining

and suggesting potential areas for improvement, in terms of de-

sign, implementation, and management of the workforce.

Organizational design will help you more clearly under-

stand what is currently happening in your organization and will

give you a good sense of the design choices that have been made

to date and their impact on our performance. It also enables

you to identify the choices that need to be made in order to

create the type of organization required to achieve your future

goals. It allows you to identify any gaps that may exist between

where you are and where you want to be and to determine how

to get there (through design and execution). Finally, it prompts

you to look more holistically at the way your organization is

being managed and forces you to question and ultimately re-

think some of the ways that you are treating your employees.

The OSD Model

To help us frame our thinking even further, Bill also introduced

us to the Organizational Systems Design (OSD) model, which
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was developed by Paul Gustavson. This model illustrates how

organizations work in an open environment and the manner

in which they convert inputs (claims filed, complaints made,

applications filed for a license, etc.) and convert them into out-

puts (benefits granted, complaints adjudicated, licenses issued,

etc.). Most importantly, it makes it clear that the organization’s

design choices ultimately drive its outcomes.

While there are other models in the marketplace that ad-

dress similar themes, I have found this one to be perfect for my

needs in terms of both assessing government organizations that

I have led and assisting other organizations in my capacity as a

consultant. To me, it is both clear and logical, and it literally

forces you to view your organization’s work in a way that you

would not normally do.

Here is the OSD model:

Figure 2-1. The OSD Model
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This model shows how the key elements of an organization

work together to drive an organization’s outcomes. The left-

hand box indicates that the external environment has a major

influence on the organization and greatly affects the design

choices that it makes. The middle oval reflects these key choices

(its mission, core values, strategies, goals, and systems), which

will ultimately drive the right side of the chart: the knowledge

and culture and, ultimately, the outcomes. The model makes it

clear that an organization’s performance flows from the choices

that the organization makes. We are going to examine many of

the choices, as well as strategies and techniques for implement-

ing them, in the next chapters.

The beauty of the OSD model is that it helps one think

about and understand the relationships that affect an organiza-

tion’s performance. This is very useful to a government man-

ager, who spends so much time reacting to events and dealing

with a never-ending set of priorities that she never really has

the time to look at the big picture. The OSD model, if used

correctly, will help her look more deeply and systematically at

the local management systems and processes, understand their

impact on the organization’s culture and performance, and find

new ways to improve her outcomes. Eventually, she will find

that when the systems begin to work together, in lockstep, she

will spend less time cracking the whip and/or putting out fires

and more time actually managing her operation. She will, be-

lieve it or not, have time to actually look down the road for

future improvement opportunities.

You Can Influence Design

Government managers may feel they have at best a limited im-

pact on designing systems, and certainly that is true for national
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design choices. Our manager probably can’t change the na-
tional mission, goals, processes, and so forth. After all, if every
local manager were to do that, there would be chaos, and the
organization would not be able to move forward in a clear and
cohesive manner. Still, local managers have far more discretion
than they might think in terms of how their systems are designed,
aligned, and implemented.

For example, they can:

> Set local goals and determine how this information will
be shared.

> Decide what to measure (over and above any national
requirements).

> Look at their local work processes and make them as
efficient as possible.

> Design their physical plant and make it as effective, ef-
ficient, and attractive as possible.

> Hire new employees and decide whom to promote, re-
assign, and detail.

> Set up and manage their local training programs.

> Establish employee performance standards.

> Administer their performance appraisal system, includ-
ing firing poor performers if necessary.

> Develop and implement their local rewards and recog-
nition program.

> Manage leave.

> Play a major role in determining the organization’s cul-
ture.

> Determine how to renew their unit or section.

You are not a victim, and there are many things you can do
to improve employee performance; beyond hoping that someone
in Washington, D.C., or your own state or local headquarters will
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change one or more of the governmentwide systems or give you

more resources or help to pass legislation that will make your life

easier. If that happens, great; I just wouldn’t count on it. Better

to concern yourself with your own sphere of control, understand

what you can do to improve performance, and then go for it.

That is a much more liberating way of managing in the govern-

ment, because you will find that (1) you will have no illusions or

false hope, and (2) you have the ability to make things better.

That is not to say that there still won’t be problems, because

there certainly will be. You will still have to cope with many, if

not all, of the challenges (and possibly more), that I listed in

Chapter 1. However, you will now have a more logical ap-

proach to trying to prevent and/or deal with these problems,

and in a way that is less overwhelming and more sustainable.

The point here is that you do not have to simply be a pawn

in the bigger game of government. You can be a player and

make a difference. The key is to have the best possible opera-

tion, because (1) that is what we all want to have; (2) the better

your operation’s performance, the more people will leave you

alone and let you do your thing; and (3) if you are good

enough, they will even come to you and want to learn from

you, and what manager doesn’t want to see that happen?

A Detailed Explanation of the OSD
Components

Let’s look at all three sections of the OSD model in more detail

to see what they are and how they relate to each other.

External Influencing Factors

The external environment constantly drives changes in govern-

ment organizations. Customers, unexpected events, the media,
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the White House, Congress, the Inspector General, other tax-

payers, stakeholders, unions, and other factors can all create

demands that force governments to respond and react. If they

do not, events can quickly spin out of control, and the organi-

zation will wind up with a bunker mentality, hunkering down

and taking blows from every angle.

How often have we seen one story take on a life of its own?

The media pick up on it; oversight hearings are held; headquar-

ters sends in a help team; and, before you know it, the entire

management team is replaced. Understanding the environment

will help keep you out of trouble and enable you to plan for the

future.

Part of understanding the environment is learning from it.

That means finding out who is the best in class (whether inside

or outside government) and benchmarking with him. It might

also entail learning who is on the cutting edge, implementing a

new program, process, or technology, and stealing shamelessly

from her if it makes sense.

The point here is that all government managers truly work

inside a fishbowl. You do not work in a safe, secure, and undis-

turbed environment that is immune from outside forces. On

the contrary, whether you realize it or not, you are constantly

being influenced by and reacting to a wide variety of external

forces. The more you understand this and learn how to success-

fully deal with these forces, the better you will be able to man-

age your own destination.

Outcomes

I’m now going to focus on the right side of the model, because,

since an organization’s performance to a large extent is a func-

tion of its design choices (as well as the skill of its leaders and
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management staff), it first needs to decide the overall results it

desires before the design choices are made. This is the bottom

line and what this book is all about, since my goal in writing it

is to help government managers improve the performance of

their organizations.

Before we move forward here, we need to be clear on some

definitions. The OSD model uses the broad term ‘‘outcomes’’

to define four different types of results: customer, stakeholder,

community, and individual, all of which can be measured by a

series of one or more indicators. However, the GPRA makes a

distinction between outcomes and outputs as follows:

Outcome Measure GPRA Definition: An assessment of the re-
sults of a program compared to its intended purpose.

Characteristics: Outcome measurement cannot be done until
the results expected from a program or activity have been first
defined. As such, an outcome is a statement of basic expecta-
tions, often grounded in a statute, directive, or other document.
(In GPRA, the required strategic plan would be a primary means
of defining or identifying expected outcomes.)

Outcome measurement also cannot be done until a pro-
gram (of fixed duration) is completed, or until a program (which
is continuing indefinitely) has reached a point of maturity or
steady state operations.

Although the preferred measure, outcomes are often not
susceptible to annual measurement. (For example, an outcome
goal setting a target of by 2005, collecting 94 percent of all in-
come taxes annually owed cannot be measured, as an outcome,
until that year.)

Output Measure GPRA Definition: A tabulation, calculation, or
recording of activity or effort that can be expressed in a quanti-
tative or qualitative manner.
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Characteristics: The GPRA definition of output measure is
very broad, covering all performance measures except input,
outcome, or impact measures. Thus it covers output, per se, as
well as other measures.

> Strictly defined, output is the goods and services produced
by a program or organization and provided to the public or to
other programs or organizations.

> Other measures include process measures (e.g., paper flow,
consultation), attribute measures (e.g., timeliness, accuracy,
customer satisfaction), and measures of efficiency or effec-
tiveness.

> Output may be measured either as the total quantity of a good
or service produced, or may be limited to those goods or ser-
vices with certain attributes (e.g., number of timely and accu-
rate benefit payments).

Some output measures are developed and used indepen-
dent of any outcome measure.

All outputs can be measured annually or more frequently.
The number of output measures will generally exceed the num-
ber of outcome measures.3

For the purposes of this discussion, we will focus primarily

on outputs, not outcomes, as that is what government manag-

ers, particularly those in the field, are required to achieve. These

are the annual goals and targets that they struggle to meet and

what this book is designed to help them achieve. The outcome

goals generally fall within the responsibility of program manag-

ers at the headquarters level, and they are not usually measured

on an annual basis. While the principles described in this book

will also help program managers achieve their outcome goals,

they are not the intended audience for this book. So, to repeat,

even though the OSD model uses the term ‘‘outcomes’’ to de-

scribe an organization’s desired performance, in this book, we
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are referring primarily to a government organization’s achieve-

ment of its output goals.

Most government organizations use either a performance

dashboard or a balanced scorecard to both establish and track

their desired performance.4 Many of the measures are usually

established at the headquarters level, but the local manager

often has the discretion to supplement these measures if she so

desires.

These are a few examples of how these measures may be

shown:

> Achieves a total score of 85 or higher on the balanced
scorecard

> Meets at least 85 percent of the goals established

> Meets nine of twelve objectives, with one of the nine
being the 90 percent customer satisfaction standard

The point here is that while government managers usually

have some but not total say in the development of the perform-

ance measures, they need to be intimately aware of what these

measures are and where they come from. After all, the local

strategy and design choices that they make, along with the way

that they manage their organization, will ultimately determine

how successful they are at meeting their objectives.

A Manager’s Influence over Knowledge
and Culture

Every government organization needs to determine the knowl-

edge that it needs to succeed, including new ways of doing busi-

ness; finding opportunities to capture this knowledge; and then

sharing it with the appropriate members of its workforce. This
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may be accomplished by first identifying the competencies re-

quired for each key position, identifying the gaps between the

ideal state and the current state of the workforce, and then put-

ting a plan in place to bridge those gaps. The next step would

be to implement the plan through a variety of techniques, in-

cluding classroom training, online training, webinars, mentors.

Culture refers to the behaviors, feelings, and shared values

of the organization’s workforce. It reflects the way people think

(i.e., almost a shared philosophy), the way they approach work

and each other, their norms of behavior, and so on. When or-

ganizations have aligned systems, plans, processes, and goals,

their employees receive a consistent message and tend to work

together with a shared purpose. In a sense, all of the organiza-

tion’s energy is focused like a laser beam on achieving its mis-

sion and goals. This often results in many of the employees

feeling that they are part of something special, something that

is bigger than all of them.

In my experience, excellent government organizations have

cultures that drive their performance. Their employees are

‘‘turned on,’’ and they want to be the best. Failure is not an

option; people do not tolerate poor performance or bad atti-

tudes; innovation is encouraged; and managers do not look

over people’s shoulders and criticize them every time they make

a mistake. In short, the culture is a self-fulfilling prophecy of

the success that surely follows.

On the other hand, organizations with poor performance are

also an outgrowth of their culture. These organizations have

turned off and cynical employees whose primary motivation is

to make it to the weekend and ultimately to retirement. This type

of organization makes excuses for poor performance, blaming it

on local circumstances or the high cost of living or decisions that
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were made that were beyond their control. One of the reasons

why the culture is so poor is that the employees see that manage-

ment tolerates poor performance and bad attitudes, so they won-

der why they should work so hard. Compliance seems to be an

important part of this type of culture, with managers constantly

berating employees to do what they tell them. Just like an organi-

zation with an excellent culture, organizations with a poor cul-

ture ultimately become a self-fulfilling prophecy.

This particular component of the model is extremely im-

portant because the outcomes (outputs) are driven by the

workforce’s knowledge and culture. In other words, a well-

trained workforce that constantly strives for new and improved

ways to achieve its mission, is excited about its mission, and

has a performance-driven culture will inevitably deliver supe-

rior performance.

Strategy

This section of the OSD model refers to the mission, core val-

ues, strategies for influencing the external environment, and the

goals and objectives of the organization.

Mission. In government, unlike the private sector, the mission

is set by the appropriate legislative body. A government organi-

zation cannot change its mission or decide to sell an unproduc-

tive business line (although, under certain circumstances, it

could decide to contract out some of its work).

Government organizations do have the opportunity to clar-

ify their mission when they write their mission statements. By

and large, they usually try to articulate their missions in clear

and concise terms and in a way that expresses its overall impor-

tance to the public. For example, the U.S. Social Security Ad-
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ministration’s mission is to ‘‘Deliver Social Security services

that meet the changing needs of the public.’’5

The Los Angeles Police Department has a longer statement:

‘‘It is the mission of the Los Angeles Police Department to safe-

guard the lives and property of the people we serve, to reduce

the incidence and fear of crime, and to enhance public safety

while working with the diverse communities to improve their

quality of life. Our mandate is to do so with honor and integ-

rity, while at all times conducting ourselves with the highest

ethical standards to maintain public confidence.’’6

Here is the statement of the Detroit Public Schools: ‘‘The

Mission of Detroit Public Schools is to develop a customer and

data-driven, student-centered learning environment in which

students are motivated to become productive citizens and life-

long learners, equipped with skills to meet the needs of their

next customer, higher education, in the world of work.’’

Your job as a manager is to help the organization meet its

mission. If it will help bring clarity to your local organization,

you can even develop your mission statement, as long as it is

consistent with the national statement.

Values. The core values reflect the organization’s simple be-

liefs, or rules about what it represents and how it goes about its

business. In other words, they express what the organization is

all about. All employees should be aware of the organization’s

values, and managers should try to manage and behave in such

a manner as to ensure that the employees are on the same page.

For example, at the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency

(EPA), Administrator Jackson recently sent a clear message that

the agency is back on the job. The administrator’s first 100 days

were shaped by three core values, which are designed to inform
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and guide EPA’s work in the months and years ahead: ‘‘First,

science must be the backbone for EPA programs. Second, EPA

always must adhere to the rule of law. Finally, as President

Obama has emphasized, EPA’s actions must be transparent.

Public trust demands that the public’s business be conducted

openly.’’7

As you can see, these values are more than just written

words. They are intended to drive the way that EPA goes about

its business.

I encourage local managers to develop their own core val-

ues, which will help shape their own organization. I certainly

did that when I was the leader of a large government office.

However, if you choose to create your own core values, make

sure that you also incorporate your headquarter’s values as well,

since you are still part of the larger team and need to go in the

same direction.

Strategies. The strategies to influence the environment in-

volve attempting to meet the needs of the external environment

and developing relationships with the key players in order to

facilitate achieving the organization’s goals. That is why govern-

ment leaders must learn how to both understand and influence

the environment. They need to control the ‘‘sound bite’’ when-

ever possible so that they do not get caught up in a chain of

events that lead to disaster.

In my experience, every government manager needs to do

at least three things to address this issue: (1) they should stay

abreast of the key events that are happening in the area that

they manage (both internal and external to their organization)

so that they can anticipate potential problems before they hap-

pen; (2) they should develop good relations and perhaps even
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partnerships with their stakeholders, suppliers, and regulators;

and (3) they should deliver the best performance possible, since

having good performance is the best way to stay out of trouble.

Where possible, government managers should even try to

shape the perceptions of the people who have an interest in

their organization. After all, it’s one thing to deliver good per-

formance but quite another thing for the outside world to be-

lieve it.

For example, as the director of VA’s Regional Office in Los

Angeles, I redesigned that office using a concept I call visual

management.8 Working with many dedicated employees, we

transformed the physical plant from a stodgy, dark, and dreary

environment into one that was a loving tribute to veterans. We

did this by adding history displays, memorabilia, a helicopter,

a U-2 cockpit, a Willys jeep, models of a tank and submarine,

a bunker, a field hospital, and patriotic music. This initiative

changed our culture and reconnected our employees to the

mission. However, it also shaped the outside world’s view of

our office so that every time a stakeholder, such as the media,

visited our office, that stakeholder always viewed us in the best

possible light and tended to treat us better than would have

been the case had our environment remained unchanged.

Goals. The goals and objectives are discrete measures that are

used to determine whether the organization is achieving its de-

sired outcomes/outputs. These are relatively narrow perform-

ance indicators, compared to the outcomes section, which is

more about overall program performance. The goals and objec-

tives that the organization decides on are crucial to its overall

success. If it selects numbers that are too easy to attain, it can

be accused of setting its sights too low. On the other hand, if
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the numbers are almost impossible to achieve (which they often

feel like they are), then the organization will demoralize its em-

ployees and set itself up for failure.

Listed here are sample goals and objectives:

> Actions will be processed in an average of thirty days or
less.

> 93 percent of actions taken will be accurate.

> 90 percent of decisions appealed will be sustained.

> Customer satisfaction rate will be 85 percent or higher.

> Has no more than one on-the-job injury per 250 em-
ployees per year.

> 95 percent of patients will be seen by a medical profes-
sional within fifteen days of appointment.

> Arrest rate will increase by 10 percent.

The strategic decisions that government organizations make

often become self-fulfilling prophecies. While local managers

cannot make all of these determinations, they certainly have

enough opportunities to make decisions that will position them

for either success or failure. After all, for the most part, they

determine their local culture, they can and should influence

their environment, and they normally can choose at least some

goals and objectives.

Design Choices: Where the Manager
Really Makes a Difference

These are the six key management systems that every govern-

ment (and private sector) organization has:
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1. ‘‘The technical system deals with the organization’s busi-
ness processes—the activities it routinely carries out to
create and deliver value for customers. It also encom-
passes physical arrangements for interacting and ex-
changing knowledge as well as technology.

2. The structural system is the way the organization is orga-
nized.

3. The decision-making and information system deals with
decision-making processes throughout the organization.
What specific responsibilities are given to which roles?
What are the planning processes? What are the critical
decisions, and how are they made? It also includes
choices about the capture, distribution, and display of
information.

4. The people system deals with how people are attracted,
selected, oriented, trained, certified, performance man-
aged, and promoted. It also includes career development
choices.

5. The reward system is the pay and benefits structure, but
also includes incentives, celebrations, and informal re-
wards and recognitions.

6. Organizations must be constantly learning to stay com-
petitive. The renewal system is the way they encourage
and formalize such continuous learning. What structures
or processes are in place for gathering together to learn,
for sharing best practices? When a problem-solving dis-
cussion takes place in an individual or team review, how
do employees put the ideas generated into practice? How
do they report back on the results?’’9

It’s one thing to have good systems and another thing to

have them aligned. By this I mean having all of the systems
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working together so that the employees receive a consistent

message, and work in the same direction, toward the same

goals. Without alignment, you will tend to have a diffusion of

energy because employees will receive mixed messages and

therefore will work in different directions instead of in one

fixed direction.

For example, if you want a team-based organization, it’s not

enough to simply put a team together and announce that you

value teamwork. You need to have the right structure and the

proper physical plant (e.g., you don’t want everyone behind

high partitions). You also need to train people on how to work

together as a team. Finally, your performance standards need

to credit teamwork and not simply value individual output, and

your awards system needs to reward individual and group

achievement.

From a manager’s perspective, it is at the design choice

level where the rubber meets the road. Once managers are clear

about the left- and right-side components of the model, it is

the middle part, particularly the design choices they make and

the way they implement them, that offers the biggest opportu-

nities for improvement; and this is where I will now focus.

The next section is devoted to showing you how to improve

performance in your organization. The approach I recommend

is a holistic one; instead of simply concentrating on one area

(e.g., individual employee performance) the way that most

managers seem to do, you will begin to look at how all of your

systems are designed and fit together, as well as the way you

both implement them and manage within them. The idea here

is that if all of the systems work together and you treat everyone

fairly and consistently within the confines of those systems, you



 

Organizational Systems 37

will have a more developed and motivated workforce, which

will provide you with the performance you are seeking. By the

same token, you will feel less pressure and will actually have

more time to breathe because the systems will be doing much

of the work that you have traditionally done by yourself.

Each of the next five chapters addresses one of six key man-

agement systems identified in the OSD model (technical, struc-

tural, decision making and information, and so on). I will walk

you through each system in depth, describe areas to look at,

and suggest ways to improve your systems. I will also prompt

you to look at how each system relates to the others in order to

ensure that you have alignment throughout. Finally, I will also

discuss how to implement your systems, talk about how to

manage within them, and supplement each discussion with

real-world examples from government.

My intent is to show how you can build and maintain a

powerful set of management systems that will work together

and lead to excellent performance. It is not an easy thing to do;

on the other hand, it is not as difficult as you might think.
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C H A P T E R 3

Streamline Your
Business Processes:
The Technical
System

As I noted in Chapter 2, ‘‘The technical system deals

with the organization’s business processes—the activities it

routinely carries out to create and deliver value for customers.

It also encompasses physical arrangements for interacting and

exchanging knowledge as well as technology.’’1

Business processes are the steps and actions that organiza-

tions take to accomplish their work. Whether they are docu-

mented or not, designed or not, understood or not, nothing

gets done until someone (or ‘‘the system’’) does it—that is what

business processes are all about. They are a combination of

business operating procedures, business rules, business data,

and supporting technology. Yet, many business processes are

41
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undocumented, misunderstood, not optimized, not followed,

error-prone, and inefficient.2

Improving an organization’s business processes is com-

monly referred to as business process reengineering (BPR). The

following is one definition of BPR: ‘‘Thorough rethinking of all

business processes, job definitions, management systems, orga-

nizational structure, work flow, and underlying assumptions

and beliefs. BPR’s main objective is to break away from old

ways of working, and effect radical (not incremental) redesign

of processes to achieve dramatic improvements in critical areas

(such as cost, quality, service, and response time) through the

in-depth use of information technology. Also called business

process redesign.’’3

To a large extent, in government, BPR hit its peak in the

Clinton administration with its reinventing government initia-

tive,4 led by Vice President Al Gore. David Osborne, coauthor

of the best seller Reinventing Government,5 served as a key ad-

viser to the vice president.

The mission was to review both individual agencies and

governmentwide systems (procurement, budget, personnel,

etc.) in order to develop recommendations for reengineering

the federal government. In addition, the vice president asked

agency heads to create ‘‘reinvention laboratories’’—i.e., entities

within each agency that would both pilot potential innovations

in service and where needed and receive waivers from internal

agency rules.

The goal of this program was to create a government that

worked better and cost less. Its approach was to put customers

first, empower employees, cut the red tape that existed at the

time, and get back to basics.

The Phase I report of this initiative, ‘‘Creating a Govern-

ment That Works Better and Costs Less,’’6 included 384 recom-



 

Streamline Your Business Processes: The Technical System 43

mendations. It contained 1,250 actions designed to save $108

billion, reduce the number of ‘‘overhead’’ positions (e.g., man-

agement, procurement, human resources), and improve the

overall operations of government.

Ultimately, President Clinton directed that many of the rec-

ommendations in the report be implemented, such as cutting

the workforce by 252,000 positions, reducing internal regula-

tions by half, and requiring agencies to set customer service

standards. Interestingly, while the study phase of the rein-

venting government initiative was under way, the Government

Performance and Results Act, or GPRA, which was discussed in

Chapter 1 of this book, was adopted.

Around the time that the reinventing government initiative

was beginning to evolve, my old office, VA’s New York Regional

Office, decided to take a good, hard look at its business pro-

cesses. A VA regional office is the part of the U.S. Department

of Veterans Affairs that adjudicates claims for veterans’ benefits.

After a regional office receives a claim for benefits, it is re-

quired to gather all of the requisite evidence (which often

comes from a variety of sources in scattered locations) and then

adjudicate each issue claimed (e.g., post-traumatic stress disor-

der, traumatic brain injury, a back and/or knee problem, diabe-

tes, hepatitis, tinnitus). It is a highly complex, paper-intensive

process that involves many steps and multiple handoffs and can

take months, if not years, to complete.

We brought in a consultant, Bill Snyder (the consultant I

talked about in Chapter 1, who worked with Paul Gustavson),

to help us conduct a thorough review of our business processes.

Our director at the time had been reading about business pro-

cess reengineering, and he believed that our processes were in-

efficient and could be greatly improved.

At the time, every regional office had many layers of man-
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agement, and employees were generally organized in silos,

meaning they were grouped according to their job responsibili-

ties. In essence, the jobs were relatively narrow in scope (differ-

ent people involved in the claims process were responsible for

placing a claim under control, gathering the evidence, rating

the claim, determining the award, writing to the veteran, au-

thorizing the claim, deciding an appeal, and so on), most em-

ployees had little if any interaction with veterans (a relatively

small customer contact team responded to inquiries from vet-

erans), and an incoming claim moved along a virtual assembly

line, although in reality it often bounced back and forth be-

tween the many hands that were involved in processing the

claim. Because of the way the office was set up and the manner

in which the work flowed, no one owned the claim, so there

was relatively little job satisfaction and, most important, a high

degree of frustration among veterans.

To make matters even worse, we were operating in New

York City, which is one of the most expensive areas in the

country; we were therefore in one of the marketplaces where

the federal government is the least competitive in terms of sal-

ary and ability to recruit and retain top-notch employees.

Moreover, that office, for the most part, had a long history of

disgruntled employees providing poor service to its customers.

This was the context for our decision to reengineer the way that

we did business.

Working with Bill, we followed the OSD model approach to

redesigning our organization. After scanning the environment;

seeking the views of veterans, employees, and stakeholders; de-

termining the results we wanted to achieve; and clarifying our

mission, strategies, goals, and objectives, we rigorously analyzed

our business processes and technical systems, as well as our
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other management systems, and radically changed the way we

operated.

We decided to merge the claims processing and customer

contact activities and to combine the jobs of customer contact

counselor and claims examiner into one position, known as a

case manager. Each case manager became responsible for han-

dling most aspects of a claim, from start to finish, for the veter-

ans within their individual jurisdiction. This approach gave

veterans the same human being to talk to and enabled them to

speak with the employee who was intimately involved in deci-

sions affecting their claims.

This process simplified the way that a claim flowed, reduced

the number of steps and handoffs, and ensured that there was

greater accountability for the work performed. It also gave the

employees better control of their work, more responsibility,

and a greater sense of ownership.7

While this radical change also had its downsides (e.g., em-

ployees had to have more technical knowledge than ever in

order to do their new jobs correctly, and some former claims

examiners did not like answering the phones and/or being

pulled away from a case to answer a phone call), our reengi-

neering efforts proved successful enough that Vice President

Gore personally gave our office the first ‘‘Hammer Award’’ for

reinventing government.

Conducting a Thorough Review and
Redesign of Your Technical Systems

I am now going to provide you with more detail as to the meth-

odology used to make the changes I have described. Note that
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this approach makes the most sense for a relatively large-scale

organizational reengineering project, given the potential cost (if

you use an outside contractor), as well as the time and energy

that is required to undergo such a comprehensive organiza-

tional analysis.

There are other approaches you can take and tools you

can use to conduct a similar analysis of your work processes.

However, by and large, they all come from the same general

perspective; you need to take a disciplined approach and look

at your processes from a distance and decide how you can

best design them so that you can improve the way you con-

duct business.

I will also address how first- and second-line supervisors, as

well as other managers, can also review their technical systems,

albeit in a faster, less time-consuming, and less expensive man-

ner, in order to quickly identify improvement opportunities in

their particular work units. The point here is that there are

multiple ways ‘‘to skin the cat’’ and improve your technical

systems. The key is to select the approach that makes the most

sense for your individual situation and then find ways to

streamline and improve your processes.

A Simplified Approach to Business
Process Reengineering

The following approach is a highly simplified version of the

rigorous process that we actually went through. After all, this is

not a book about organizational systems design, and I will be

covering many other areas beyond that in my quest to help you
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improve both your organization and your employees’ perform-

ance. That having been said, it is important that you become

familiar with and understand the concepts so that you will at

least understand the principles behind the approach I describe.

I found that having a basic knowledge of systems design made

an enormous difference in the second part of my career, be-

cause it allowed me to start to see how things fit together and

to understand the importance of alignment. It literally helped

me to think more clearly, find the root causes of problems, and

find ways to resolve them.

Once again, I want to mention that the following section is

heavily influenced by the work of my good friend, Paul Gus-

tavson.8

Start by identifying, prioritizing, and mapping your busi-

ness processes. Identify and prioritize the processes so that you

know which ones are the most important and require the most

resources. This will enable you to determine their impact, iden-

tify waste, redundancies, and bottlenecks in each process and

to look for ways to refine it so that you can deliver your prod-

ucts and services in a quicker, more accurate, and more effi-

cient manner and improve the satisfaction levels of your

customers, stakeholders, and employees.

Let’s look at the methodology in a bit more detail, recogniz-

ing that this is still only a brief overview of the entire process.

It’s important to understand that everything described herein

is not necessarily done sequentially and that certain activities

should be given higher priority, depending upon your situa-

tion. The key is to involve the right players, gather all of the

essential information, process it, and then make the right deci-

sions in an integrated and timely fashion.
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Environmental Scan

Begin by trying to get a sense of what your stakeholders and

customers feel about your organization. Try to find out what is

going well and what you need to improve upon. For us, this

entailed talking to veterans’ service organizations, our head-

quarters, other regional offices, our local medical center, and

other groups that were affected by our work. You should also

try to benchmark your processes with best-in-class organiza-

tions that are outside your area in order to gain a broader per-

spective on your work.

Spend a considerable amount of time speaking to your cus-

tomers. You will be amazed by how much you will learn by

simply taking the time to speak with and listen to the people

you serve.

Process Mapping and Analysis

Conduct a technical analysis of your business processes and

map them. Use a simple grid to help you identify the gaps be-

tween each process’s desired outcome and actual performance.

Then look in more detail at each process that has a significant

gap and potential for improvement. The idea here is to look

at how the work flows and identify the points where value is

created.

Value Analysis and Work Categorization

Once you have your processes mapped, you can figure out

which tasks add value to the process of converting an input to

the desired output. Then you can reduce or even eliminate the

ones without value.

The next step is to then categorize the work. Work categori-
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zation looks at the way work impacts on the organization from

a strategic perspective, providing important insight into deci-

sions about what work should be done, where it should be lo-

cated, and what resources it should receive (some areas that are

typically looked at in this review, besides the direct labor, in-

clude Human Resources Management [HRM] Finance, and in-

formation technology). The work is normally categorized on a

work decision tree to determine whether it is competitive, es-

sential, nonessential, etc.

Many government agencies have chosen to centralize HRM.

In my view, this strategic decision certainly saved Full-Time

Equivalent Employees (FTE); however, it also devalued HRM

as a career field and caused many HRM specialists to either

retire or leave the field. As a result, today many managers in

the government struggle to find a good HRM specialist who

can provide them with sound advice.

Constraint and Variance Analyses

Another available tool is the constraint analysis, which helps

identify point(s) in the process most responsible for slowing

it down and/or limiting higher performance. This analysis is

designed to help you identify the constraints and come up with

new approaches.

The variance analysis looks at defects or deviations in the

process and their impact down the road. This approach can be

enormously informative because it forces you to closely exam-

ine the impact of the defects on your ability to serve your cus-

tomers.
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Figure 3-1 shows an example of a variance analysis chart:

Figure 3-1. Variance Analysis Chart

A variance chart is the first step of a variance 
analysis.
Variance analysis is for finding and 
eliminating mistakes and defects.

A variance is any deviation from the standard established for the output or final product. It 
is a defect, a nonconformity.
Some examples of variances are listed below:
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ekaCrettaB BakingBaking
Cake is burned
Cake is flat

Manufactured 
Product

Packaged 
ProductPackagingPackaging

Package is not sealed
Product is mislabeled
Wrong date code

Customer 
Equipment 
Agreement

Request for 
Financing

Payment 
Decision
Payment 
Decision

Equipment financing option not 
offered
Paperwork is incomplete or 
inaccurate
Request for financing delayed 
or not received

Subprocesses/State Change Variances

Start a variance analysis by listing all the possible variances you can think of for each state 
change. The following page shows the type of chart you might want to use to capture your 
data.
Be sure not to get product variances and process variances (causes of product variances) 
confused. For example, in making a cake, a miscalibrated oven can cause the cake to burn. 
The burnt cake is the product variance; poor equipment is a process variance—it causes the 
product variance. This distinction is important because there are many more process 
variances than there are product variances. After all, customers do not care what causes 
product variances—they see only the product variances themselves.

1. Process mapping
2. Categorization of
    work
3. Value analysis
4. Constraint
    analysis
5. Variance analysis
6. Key decision
    analysis

Process
Analysis

Culture
Analysis

Environmental
Scan

Variance Analysis—Variance Chart

The above chart is provided courtesy of Paul Gustavson.

Process Ownership and Key Decisions

From here you can identify who will own each business process.

After all, since these processes are what drive your organiza-

tion’s performance, you need someone to both own and man-

age your processes. The person selected should be able to keep

the big picture in mind and understand how it works from

beginning to end.

The process owners should monitor the processes, deter-
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mine what needs to be done to ensure that they are operating

as intended, and decide the degree of their personal involve-

ment (e.g., in our case the person who was responsible for the

appeals process looked at what we could do to reduce the num-

ber of appeals filed, how we could speed up the time it took to

decide an appeal, reduce the number of appeals pending, and

so on).

You should also identify the key decisions that must be

made regarding your processes and assign responsibility for

those decisions to the appropriate groups and individuals. The

objective here is to identify the knowledge required for the indi-

vidual processes and to make sure that it is properly diffused.

Clarifying roles and resolving ambiguities with respect to these

activities helps ensure that everyone is clear about his or her

responsibilities.

This completes the technical analysis of your organization.

Cultural Analysis

The last major analysis to be conducted is a cultural analysis,

which deals with how well knowledge is generated and used
throughout the organization. Knowledge is developed, shared,
and implemented by people through social activities and net-
works, and the degree to which these activities function is cru-
cial to its ability to manage knowledge.

In this area, you conduct an individual needs assessment,
which identifies the degree to which your organization is meet-
ing the individual needs of each employee. The thinking here is
that the more you meet employees’ needs, the more they will
be able to contribute positive energy to the organization. Figure
3-2 is an example of an individual needs assessment:
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Figure 3-2. Individual Needs Assessment

Step One: Write down your answer to the following question:
I am most energized in my work when:

Now think of any role in life that you enjoy or have enjoyed in the past.
Some examples of roles include coach, parent, choir member, fisherman,
and bowling team member. Record your answer to the following question:
I am most energized in this role in life when:

Step Two: Share your answers with your team. Look for individual needs
that your team has in common, and then list them. You could use the
template given on the following page.

Step Three: Rank the needs your team has listed using a multi-voting
technique. You may use any technique that you choose. One way might be
to give everyone five votes. Each person distributes his or her votes in any
way desired—for example, five votes to the need he or she feels is most
important, or three to one need and two to another, or one vote to each of
five needs. Then when everyone is finished voting, total the votes for each
need. The need with the most votes is ranked first, the need with the second
most is ranked second, and so on.

Step Four: As a group, determine your overall level of satisfaction
(H�High, M�Medium, or L�Low) for each need.

Step Five: Discuss design choices that lowered the level of satisfaction
ratings, and suggest design choices that might improve the ratings in the
future.

The above is courtesy of Paul Gustavson.



 

Streamline Your Business Processes: The Technical System 53

You may also look at the degree to which your employees

have the requisite behaviors, feelings, and attributes to deliver

the outcomes you desire. In a sense, you want to determine

how well your culture is aligned with your organization’s mis-

sion and vision.

Finally, you should develop a skills matrix, or competency

grid, which compares the skills that are needed by your employ-

ees/teams to the skills that are desired by the organization. An

example of such a grid is provided in Figure 6-1.

Joint Optimization

This is where the ‘‘rubber meets the road.’’ Here is where you

take the results of all of your analyses and redesign your organi-

zation using the OSD model as the framework for your think-

ing. In a way, you are trying to envision how you would design

the organization from scratch, which is a very exciting and lib-

erating way of thinking.

Let me give you a sense of some of the changes that were

ultimately made in our office:

> As stated earlier, we combined several jobs into one po-
sition, case manager.

> Multiple file clerk positions were combined into one
position, case technician.

> We converted from an assembly-line process to one in
which a single team owned the entire claim and a vet-
eran had one point of contact. When veterans called
about the status of their claims, they were able to speak
to someone who was actually involved in the decision-
making process, instead of someone who could give
them only general information.



 

54 Improving the Performance of Government Employees

> We converted from a hierarchical organization to a
much flatter, team-based one.

> Instead of the traditional method of resolving every
issue in writing, wherever possible, we tried to resolve
issues over the phone.

> When appropriate, we also tried to fax evidence/mate-
rial back and forth, rather than always relying on writ-
ten communication sent through the mail.

> We measured our performance using a balanced score-
card (one of the first in government), instead of a more
traditional performance dashboard. For the first time,
we actually measured the cost of how much it took to
process a claim instead of merely noting ‘‘productivity’’
(i.e., the number of FTE that it took to process one
thousand claims).

> We made some changes to the pay system, abolishing
within-grade increases and using the money that was
saved to reward people who could demonstrate that
they had increased their skill sets.

Once you finalize your design choices, you put both a tran-

sition plan and an action plan in place to make sure that you

will successfully move from your current state to your future

ideal state. You need to do this because (1) large-scale change

efforts always require a high degree of planning; and (2) one of

your primary concerns during this time of change should be to

provide good service to your customers while you are devoting

an enormous amount of resources to transition (e.g., planning,

training, changes to the physical plant).
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Improving Your Processes Without Going
Through a Major Redesign Effort

Obviously, most government organizations do not have the

time, energy, staffing, money, and/or inclination to go through

the type of large-scale redesign initiative that I just described.

It is simply not realistic, especially for smaller activities that

encompass relatively few employees and have limited control

over their budgets. That having been said, there is no reason

why any organization, no matter how small, can’t find ways to

improve its processes.

A good way to start is to become highly familiar with the

concepts I just described and perhaps even to read a book or

two to learn even more about the topic. Some good ones to

consider are W. E. Deming, The New Economics for Industry,

Government, Education (MIT Press, 1994); R. M. Burton, G.

DeSanctis, and B. Obel, Organizational Design: A Step-by-Step

Approach (Cambridge University Press, 2006); David Osborne

and Ted Gaebler, Reinventing Government: How the Entrepre-

neurial Spirit Is Transforming the Public Sector (Addison Wesley,

1992); and Michael Hammer and James Champy, Reengineering

the Corporation: A Manifesto for Business Revolution (Harper

Books, 1994).

Improving your knowledge of this area will help you think

holistically and prompt you to look at the cause and effects of

your processes. As stated earlier, it will also provide you with a

framework within which you can look at your systems, even if

you will be examining them in a less formal manner than if you

were conducting a full analysis.

Next, you should look at your metrics and see where the

gaps are between your goals and objectives and your actual per-
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formance. From there, develop some quick flow charts of the

processes that you suspect are in question and see if you can

spot any obvious flaws.

For example, I was working with a human resources man-

agement service that had been receiving a lot of complaints re-

garding how long it took to fill vacancies (a more detailed

description of my work with this service can be found in Chap-

ter 8). We looked at the way that work flowed and concluded

that there were several steps we could eliminate under certain

circumstances. Let’s look at the process in more detail:

Step 1: The activity that had a vacancy would submit a re-
quest to fill that position (via a Standard Form [SF] 52) to
its Position Management Committee (PMC).9

Step 2: The PMC would approve, deny, or defer filling the
position. It usually took the committee one to three weeks
to make a decision on each request.

Step 3: The SF-52 would then go to Position Classification,
where it usually took between three and thirty days for the
job to be classified.

Step 4: The SF-52 then went to Staffing, which announced
the job, rated and ranked the applicants, and then submit-
ted a certificate of eligibles to the deciding official. This part
of the process ran relatively smoothly.

As we analyzed the work flow, we realized that Steps 2 and

3 were potential roadblocks. Although both the PMC and Clas-

sification played an important role in the process, we recog-

nized that they didn’t need to be involved in every single

vacancy. Accordingly, we identified certain positions (primarily

jobs that had many incumbents and high turnover and that
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were almost always approved) and exempted them from going

through Steps 2 and 3. The trade-off was that each service was

still responsible for managing its budget, staying within its FTE

ceiling, and keeping both the PMC and Classification aware of

the actions it was taking. The net result of this adjustment in

the work flow was that the organization filled these jobs much

more quickly than it had in the past.

You should also make sure to talk to your employees and

get their perspective on the work processes and flow. I believe

that if you want to know how to solve the problems in your

processes, the people who best know the answer are the ones

who actually do the work. They are there on the front line, day

in and day out; they use the processes, watch how the work

flows, and see the results. Whom better to ask than them?

Let me give you a good example of how talking to the em-

ployees resulted in a major change in a process and, ultimately,

in the results. An organization I was consulting with had sig-

nificant backlogs in processing its work. When I asked the em-

ployees about it, they all said that the backlog occurred because

every action had to go through the section’s supervisor, who

was already swamped with all sorts of work. I talked to her and

got her to agree to allow most of the noncomplicated work

(which was the bulk of the backlog) to be released once it was

approved by one of her employees

The trade-off was that, at the end of each month, she would

review a random sample of each employee’s work in order to

ensure that the quality was acceptable. The net result of this

one simple change was that the organization’s timelines imme-

diately improved.

Another example involved the delivery of mail. We no-

ticed that our mail was taking several days to arrive in our
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units. After looking into the matter, we concluded that the

problem was not the post office but our own internal mail

flow. Virtually all of our mail was being sent to one general

address, so that was how it was delivered to our mailroom—in

one gigantic pile. This required the workers to first sort the

mail by each division, then make a second sort by section and

a third by unit. Given the fact that we were receiving thou-

sands upon thousands of pieces of mail per day, this became

a burdensome and wasteful process. In essence, we were doing

a tremendous amount of non-value-added work. The net re-

sult of these multiple sorts was that we were often losing a day

or two or even more before the mail was being delivered to

our divisions, and this was adversely affecting our processing

timeliness.

The solution was to establish individual mailbox addresses at

the post office for each of our divisions similar to the following:

Division A—Mailbox 1; Division B—Mailbox 2; Division C—

Mailbox 3; and so on. Where appropriate, we even established

individual boxes by team—Mailbox 1A, 1B, 1C. We then notified

our customers and stakeholders of this new approach so that they

knew how to properly address their mail to us.

While there was some cost to this approach (the cost of the

mailboxes), we more than made up for it by reducing the num-

ber of hours we devoted to sorting the mail and by the time we

saved in delivering the mail to its proper location.

The point here is that you can improve your processes in

many different ways. Sometimes the best way is to conduct a

large-scale review of all your processes, especially if you are

looking to review and redesign virtually your entire organiza-

tion. However, most of the time you don’t need to do that. As

long as you stay open-minded and do not become too set in
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your ways, you should be able to find plenty of opportunities

to improve your processes.

Ensuring That Employees Have the
Knowledge and Tools They Need to Do
Their Job

Another issue to look at is the degree to which the employees

understand your processes. One of the things I learned in my

career is that many organizations tend to spend more time de-

veloping their processes than they do communicating and ex-

plaining them to the people who do the work: the employees.

As a result, far too often, good systems get undermined simply

because the employees do not know how to use them. This is

especially true in this day and age, when the systems are often

highly complicated (due to changing laws, frequent litigation,

complex technology, and other factors) and take a great deal of

expertise to administer.

A few years back, this point was driven home to me by a

recently appointed division chief. He took over a division that

had really been struggling. In fact, it was failing to meet all of

its key performance standards. After analyzing what was going

on in his new division, he concluded that one of its biggest

problems was the lack of understanding of and compliance

with work processes. Accordingly, he began writing a series of

division memoranda explaining all of the key processes and

policies, distributed them to every employee, and then con-

ducted training sessions on each; the goal was (1) to ensure that

everyone understood what to do; and (2) that everyone could

properly apply the processes and policies in his or her day-to-

day job.



 

60 Improving the Performance of Government Employees

These memoranda helped bring order to what used to be

chaos. For the first time that I could remember, almost every-

one knew what the processes were and how to use them. People

no longer could do whatever they desired; they had to do what

the organization needed them to do, and in the way that the

organization wanted them to do it. The employees now had cru-

cial information that they didn’t have before, and this contrib-

uted to a significant turnaround in performance. Within about

two years, the division met all of its standards.

Writing policy statements is an excellent way to communi-

cate information to your employees, but it is not the only way.

After all, your employees have different learning styles (e.g.,

some prefer to learn through the written word; others prefer

logic and reasoning).10

Another way to communicate information about your

processes is to make them more visual and less wordy. After all,

in my experience, not everyone is willing to weed through a 50-

or 100-page manual to find a key piece of information.

One way to do this is by using flow charts. A flow chart is a

visual portrayal of the steps or stages, order, and relationships

involved in the performance of a function or a process. They

are relatively simple to follow and usually illustrate the key de-

cision points involved. Figure 3-3 is one of many flow charts

that the IRS has developed.

As you can see, flow charts are highly visual tools for com-

municating information to your employees, stakeholders, and

customers and will definitely reduce variances in your processes

if used wisely. They can be hung up on bulletin boards, placed

in a centralized binder, and/or distributed to employees.

On a different note, imagine if you developed a series of

one-page learning posters for your employees, customers, and
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Figure 3-3. Sample IRS Flow Chart

1. Military persons should see Members of the Armed Forces later, for special rules that apply to
them.
2. Your move must be closely related to the start of work at your new job location. See Move
Related to Start of Work, earlier.
3. If you deduct expenses and do not meet this test later, you must either file an amended tax
return or report your moving expense deduction as other income. See Time Test Not Yet Met,
later.
4. If you became self-employed during the first 12 months, answer YES if your time as a full-
time employee added to your time as a self-employed person equals or will equal at least 78
weeks in the first 24 months (including 39 weeks in the first 12 months) after you arrived in
the new area.
This flow chart clearly illustrates the process and is relatively easy to follow.
http://www.irs.gov/publications/p521/15040e02.html, accessed October 19, 2009.

http://www.irs.gov/publications/p521/15040e02.html
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other interested persons. Learning posters, also referred to as

learning maps, pictorially show the key components of your

work processes on a single page. As with flow charts, you still

need to have written manuals that explain your processes in

great detail. However, if you develop these posters and either

give copies to your employees and/or hang them up in the

workplace, you will reach more people, and people will be more

likely to refer back to these posters, because they are both easy

to read and easy to find.

A learning poster that I once developed can be seen in Fig-

ure 3-4.

Figure 3-4. A Sample Learning Poster

An example of a learning poster, which is more visual than a typical flow chart.

This was developed as a learning poster for veterans, not
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employees, to help them understand their rights under the pre-

vious GI Bill. I developed this because many veterans had com-

plained that they had a hard time understanding their rights

under the Bill and found it extremely difficult to wade through

the lengthy and complicated documents that VA had issued on

the subject.

In my view, any government organization can develop simi-

lar posters for its own employees, giving them the most impor-

tant information they need to know. The posters can be hung

in an area near where the employees work, in much the same

manner that an art store hangs its posters so that its customers

can easily flip through them (they usually segregate them ac-

cording to subject—movie stars, sports stars, landscapes, ani-

mals, and so on). Doing this ensures that there is a stronger

base of core knowledge and demonstrates a real commitment

to learning.

Naturally, you also need to ensure that there is a reasonable

degree of oral communication with respect to your technical

training. You can accomplish this through group training

classes, conference calls, or one-on-one mentoring sessions.

Talking to people in different settings ensures that there is two-

way communication, which is an essential part of learning.

Other more recently developed ways of communicating

technical (and other) information include online training

courses (typically over an Intranet), and Web conferences,

which are used to conduct live training over the Internet. Dur-

ing these sessions, each attendee remains at his computer and

participates with others on the Net. When this happens, the

students use either a downloaded application on their comput-

ers or a Web-based application that they access through a link.

Depending upon the technology being used, there can often be
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a fairly high degree of two-way communication between the

participants.

Physical Arrangements

Layout

In my view, the overwhelming majority of government organi-

zations give relatively short shrift to their physical plant. Most

offices are nondescript and are totally forgettable. In fact, when

you walk into many of these offices, it is hard to tell who their

customers are or why they are even there.

The desks seem to be arranged without rhyme or reason;

the walls, at best, feature a bunch of photographs or reproduc-

tions of paintings that almost seem to be there as an after-

thought. Moreover, relatively few if any performance data are

displayed, and you rarely see any areas honoring the organiza-

tion’s employees. In short, very few government organizations

use their physical plants to actively drive improved perform-

ance.

You might start out here by first making sure that the work

is flowing properly. Once it reaches that point, you can ensure

that the workspace is optimally arranged. To accomplish this,

take a fresh look at how people are situated and try to rearrange

them, if necessary, so that the right people are sitting in the

right locations with the right furniture. While that might sound

like a big task to pull off, let me give you an example of how I

handled that exact situation.

One of the divisions that I was overseeing had all of the

employees bunched together on the southern side of the build-

ing, with all of the file cabinets situated together on the north-

ern side (see Figure 3-5).



 

Streamline Your Business Processes: The Technical System 65

Figure 3-5.

Drawings by Jodie Mendelson

As you can see, the employees were all squeezed together in

individual desks, while the file cabinets had a great view of Los

Angeles through our northern windows. Moreover, many of

the employees had a hard time concentrating on their work (it

was the area in our division where the most complex and highly

technical decisions were made), since the way the desks were
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configured often resulted in other people coming into the work

area to socialize. Finally, there were no partitions or other bar-

riers to provide some degree of privacy and/or to segregate this

work area from any other. The net result of this design was low

productivity, as it did not adequately support our overall work

flow scheme.

In rethinking the design, we felt that our employees, not the

file cabinets, should be near the windows. Second, we decided

to use the file cabinets as natural barriers to segregate each sec-

tion and to reduce the number of unnecessary visitors coming

into the work area. Third, we wanted to give the employees

work stations, instead of desks, which were more modern and

professional, provided the employees with more space for stor-

age of manuals, materials, and other effects, and were more in

line with our overall scheme. Finally, we felt that some of the

employees needed more privacy than others, so we intention-

ally gave them work stations with higher partitions.

At this point, you are probably saying to yourself, ‘‘He obvi-

ously had a lot of money to buy new work stations, and I don’t;

so our situations are not analogous.’’ However, that is not true;

we simply went out and found organizations (both government

and nongovernment) that had excess furniture that was still in

good shape and picked it up free of charge. Our only cost was

the expense of hauling the furniture back to our office and in-

stalling it, which was relatively low.

Figure 3-6 shows the revised design.

The first month after we made this change, we saw an 8

percent increase in our productivity.

I have talked about how high partitions for some employees

were an important design choice that helped us improve our
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Figure 3-6.

Drawings by Jodie Mendelson

performance. Let me now describe the circumstances in which

high partitions hurt a government operation.

I was detailed to a large office that was struggling at the

time. The organization aspired to have a team environment,

but communication was poor and people were frustrated. As
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soon as I walked around the office, I immediately saw that one

of the problems was that most of the employees were behind

high partitions. Under this design, when you were sitting at

your desk, the only other person that you could see was the

person directly across from you. Beyond that, you could not

see anyone else.

In my view, there was no business reason for having so

many high partitions; all they did was hamper communication,

inhibit teamwork, and make it more difficult for the supervi-

sors to keep track of their subordinates. I strongly suspect that

if the people who chose the high partitions had the chance to

revisit that decision, they most likely would have decided to go

with lower ones.

Lights, Flooring, and Color Scheme

Once the layout is set, you can then begin to turn your atten-

tion to what I refer to as the foundation—the lights, the floor-

ing, and, most important, the color scheme. These elements

need to work together to enable your office to have a bright,

clean, organized, professional, and, ultimately, a dynamic look.

The lights might seem to be a ‘‘no-brainer,’’ since everyone

needs an appropriate degree of lighting in order to function

well. However, on several occasions, usually in response to

some crisis or challenge (e.g., an energy crisis, budget deficits)

governments have been known to intentionally turn some of

the lights in their buildings off.

When this happens, you should consider (1) redesigning

some of your arrangements in order to allow more light to

enter from the windows; (2) switching to more energy-efficient

bulbs; and/or (3) placing an electric eye near your lights so that
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they go on only when there is some movement. However, these

crises/challenges eventually end, and, when they do, you want

to make sure that you have lighting that best fits your opera-

tion.

In 1994, I took over an organization that was housed in

space that was very dark and dreary. The lighting was poor be-

cause the U.S. General Services Administration (GSA), which

was responsible for managing the building, had, in 1978, turned

off half the lights in response to the Iran oil embargo. When I

took over that office, everyone was so used to the dim lighting

that no one thought to turn the remainder of the lights back

on. Upon my arrival as director, I immediately demanded that

all lights be turned on, and GSA complied. People were amazed

at the difference, greatly appreciated the improved lighting, and

frequently remarked, ‘‘Stew turned the lights on.’’

Flooring is another area that receives scant attention from

management, yet can make quite a difference. People walk on

floors all the time, and floors are one of the first things that

everyone notices upon entering a building. Given the sheer size

of the floors in any building, this should be an important design

element, because if the flooring is dirty, in a state of disrepair,

and/or out of key with the furniture and color scheme, it will

tend to suck the life out of the space.

In my view, the ideal space should have a mix of carpets

and some sort of tile or linoleum. Carpets tend to have a warm-

er and classier feel to them, but they should not be placed in

high-traffic areas because they quickly become dirty and wear

out and can easily become an eyesore. I believe that they work

best in office areas where employees spend most of the time

sitting at their desks.

Tile or linoleum works best in hallways, waiting areas, and
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other areas where people move back and forth frequently. They

tend to be sturdier, are usually brighter and easier to clean, and

provide a cool contrast to the carpets.

Some factors to consider in making your choices include

cost, the frequency with which you may need to access the floor

below your covering (e.g., to replace wiring), and the weather

in your area.

I once was involved with an office that had carpet squares

that were so old and decrepit that they were literally held to-

gether by masking tape. Besides being a safety hazard, they fos-

tered the perception that we were a third-class organization that

did not care about its employees. We researched our lease and

learned that we were overdue for new flooring, so we advised

the building manager that we wanted to replace the old squares

with a mix of new carpets and bright tiles. Once he made these

changes, our space looked and felt much better, and the em-

ployees began to see that we were serious about providing them

with a quality environment.

The color scheme unifies your space and helps to set the

tone in your office. It can play a positive role by livening up

your space and making it feel both cheerful and professional; it

can play a neutral role by neither helping nor hindering your

physical plant; or it can play a negative role by darkening and

depressing your office.

In my view, government organizations have historically

done an excellent job of creating unappealing environments

that have simply fostered the impression that ‘‘this is the gov-

ernment.’’ From battleship gray file cabinets to off-white walls

that look like they are covered in nicotine, government space

to me has historically been unimaginative and at times down-

right ugly.
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While that is starting to slowly change,11 I wouldn’t wait

for your building manager or landlord to improve your color

scheme. Enlist the aid of someone who understands color

schemes (e.g., an interior decorator or an employee who has a

background in the fine arts), take a step back and see if your

current scheme (which includes your wall colors, your file cabi-

nets, door frames, and all other elements) is a plus, neutral, or

a negative. If you see opportunities for improvement, the odds

are that you can make it happen.

For example, my most recent office had a horrendous color

scheme, if you could even call it a scheme. The walls were

painted yellow, chartreuse, and nicotine white. The file cabinets

were battleship gray, and—you get the picture. It was a com-

plete mess.

After looking at many options, we asked the building man-

ager to repaint the walls with ‘‘whisper white.’’ This color im-

mediately brightened our environment and served as the base

for our remaining color choices. From there, we decided to

work primarily with deep blues (for our banners, some picture

frames, and the backgrounds of some of our history displays)

and burgundy (for our file cabinets, other picture frames, and

signage), and these two colors, in conjunction with whisper

white, made our environment come alive as never before. We

then added splashes of green in the form of plants throughout

the workspace, and this added another dimension.

The net effect of these changes was to create a more pro-

fessional, functional, and appealing environment than most

thought was possible in this particular space. It shaped the out-

side world’s view that we were serious about delivering quality

service, allowed our employees to see better, and made our

folks feel that management was committed to providing them
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with a first-class physical plant. It also allowed us to establish a

dress code,12 which was sorely needed.

When we were finished with the foundation, we were well

positioned to add many other visuals (e.g., customer displays,

performance information, employee photographs, rewards, and

recognition data), which we most certainly did. I will discuss

those types of displays, including why and how we added them,

the manner in which they fit together in the context of our

overall design choices and how they helped us improve our per-

formance, in future chapters.

The concept of improving your physical plant while using a

series of integrated visual displays to support your design

choices, shape the outside world’s view of your organization,

connect your employees to the mission, share information, cel-

ebrate your people, hold them accountable, and ultimately im-

prove performance is what I call ‘‘visual management.’’ To me,

organizations that choose to implement a visual management

program make a conscious design choice to take their organiza-

tion to another level. For a more detailed description of visual

management, including its foundations, the process of imple-

menting it, and examples of organizations who use it, see Stew-

art Liff and Pamela A. Posey, D.B.A., Seeing Is Believing: How

the New Art of Visual Management Can Boost Performance

throughout Your Organization (New York: AMACOM, 2004).

Technology

As stated earlier, most government organizations have large,

complex computer systems that share information and connect

all of their field offices. As a manager, you are not supposed to

tinker with these systems, since, if you make changes that are
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incompatible with the national systems, you may create all sorts

of unanticipated problems that could harm one or more of

these systems and get you in a lot of trouble.

That having been said, you should certainly note any prob-

lems with your national computer systems and bring them to

the attention of your headquarters. Management needs to know

the field’s perspective and, in my experience, is usually inter-

ested in learning how to improve these precious systems.

At your level, there are several things you need to do to

ensure that your national systems run smoothly. First of all,

make sure that all of the employees receive adequate training

on the systems. This seems simple enough, but recognize that

if employees don’t understand how to properly use the system,

all sorts of problems will start to show up (e.g., you will lose

productivity because the employees will have to slow down, and

quality will diminish).

Second, make sure that the employees update the system as

intended. After all, a computer system is only as good as the

information that is put into it. For example, our national orga-

nization implemented a computer system that was intended to

enable any office in the country to answer our customers’ ques-

tions regarding its individual claims. The intent was to provide

us with maximum flexibility so that we could move phone in-

quiries at any one time to the offices that had the largest capac-

ity to handle these calls.

Very quickly, we learned that the computer system did not

contain enough information to allow our employees to answer

many of the simplest questions. In short, our organization had

a national compliance problem because employees across the

country either did not understand what was required of them

or did not think it was a high enough priority to fully populate
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our computer systems with the requisite information. The solu-

tion in this case was to (1) reemphasize the importance of in-

putting data; (2) reinforce this message with additional training

where required; (3) advise the employees that we were going to

track their compliance by conducting random reviews of their

inputting; and (4) take disciplinary action against anyone who

did not comply.

When trying to implement a national computer system at

the local level, try not to take too heavy-handed an approach

(although we were required to do just that in the last situation).

The better approach is to do the necessary homework, prepare

the workforce for the change, and then properly implement and

maintain the system. In my view, most national computer sys-

tem implementations develop problems because they don’t take

these precautions. That is why, when such a change is imple-

mented, it is always a good idea to assign responsibility for such

a change to one individual. Let this person do the planning,

coordinate the training, oversee the implementation, and en-

sure that things go smoothly. Also, you will need to have a ‘‘go-

to’’ person during the early stages of the implementation so

that the employees know whom they speak to for answers to

their questions. Depending upon the scale of the project, this

may be the same person who is responsible for the entire proj-

ect, or it may involve one or more experts who will be there to

assist her.

While you don’t want to tinker locally with the national

systems, you still want to develop local programs that can assist

you with your performance. These may involve simple spread-

sheets, which will help you perform complex mathematical cal-

culations or simply track the performance of your employees,
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or they may involve databases, which can help you track infor-

mation.

For example, we often used locally developed spreadsheets

to track our budget, ensure we were not overspending, and de-

cide when we could bring on a class of new employees. We also

used spreadsheets to track both individual and group perform-

ance (at both the employee and the contractor levels), until a

national system was devised that provided us with similar data.

We frequently used databases to measure work that was in

the hopper, such as the number of jobs we were trying to fill.

The database allowed us to measure how much time it was tak-

ing for us to fill vacant positions and to further measure how

long each step of the process was taking. We also used databases

to keep track of certain, special-interest customers (e.g., such as

how long they were waiting to be contacted, how long it was

taking them to receive benefits) so that we could provide them

with first-class service.
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C H A P T E R 4

Reorganize the
Activities That Affect
Performance: The
Structural System

The structural system is the way that you are orga-

nized. Activities that are well organized maintain effective con-

trol of their work, keep variances in their processes down to a

minimum, use their resources effectively and efficiently, and

have a high degree of communication. They are structured in a

way that promotes collaboration and teamwork when required

and are designed to enable decision makers to be as close as

possible to their customers and to provide them with excellent

service.

While this book is designed primarily to teach government

field managers how to improve performance within their indi-

vidual areas of responsibility, it is important to look at both

77
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the entire organization’s structure and the structure under the

control of the manager, since the overall structure impacts

heavily on the local organization. The better you understand

the overall structure and the rationale behind it, the more you

will be able to adapt locally.

For example, if you understand where the true power is in

the structure, you will know whom you need to forge relation-

ships with so that you can get things done when you need to or

where to go to influence the organization’s policies. Moreover,

at some point in your career, you may be in your organization’s

headquarters making decisions about its structure, so it’s better

to learn how to do this now.

In my experience, organizations with the best structure use

a clear set of principles to help guide the decision making. Prin-

ciples ensure that the thinking is clear, consistent, and focused.

While there is plenty of information out there on this issue,

I found that the Minnesota Department of Health has put to-

gether a particularly good set of guidelines that should work

well for most government organizations. Here are the princi-

ples that it used to help design its structure:

> ‘‘Organizational structures should be as simple and un-
derstandable as possible.

> Organizational design decisions should be made first on
the basis of department-wide perspectives and needs,
then on the division or section needs and perspectives
in order to optimize resources and our ability to achieve
optimal efficiency.

> When new programs or functions come to the depart-
ment, the first consideration should be whether they
can be integrated into existing organizational and man-
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agement structures and hierarchies. If programs are not
located in a division (e.g., Executive Office level) an ad-
equate level of administrative support must be pro-
vided.

> Organizational structures need to be fluid, responsive
and adaptive to change. Some functions because of their
sensitivity or stage of development may need special vis-
ibility in the organizational chart.

> Organizational structures should reflect the natural flow
of work and assist in the elimination of handoffs and
redundant activities.

> Structures should facilitate the identification of work
processes, pinpoint accountability for decisions and fa-
cilitate efficient management decision making.

> Organizational structures should reflect and be consis-
tent with how our clients and customers experience us
and internal organizational walls should be as invisible
as possible.

> Structures should facilitate decision making as close to
the point of contact with our internal and external cli-
ents as possible.

> The formal organizational structure should support
professional development and innovation.

> Structures should facilitate integration and coordina-
tion among related functions.

> The organizational structure should help to ensure
communication and the availability and exchange of in-
formation across the organization.

> Structures should facilitate collaboration between units,
staff, management and stakeholders. They should mini-
mize the number of layers of management and each
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layer should add value to the organization’s ability to
achieve its mission.

> The number and sizes of organizational units is deter-
mined by the work to be done and one size does not fit
all situations.

> To the extent possible, internal support functions (e.g.,
communications, facilities, finance, human resources,
information technology, legal, and legislative support)
that cut across the entire organization should be
grouped together to ensure efficiency and effectiveness.

> Seek information about what organizational arrange-
ments are working well, and act to preserve them. Do
not move boxes around unless doing so would fix a
problem.’’1

As you can see, these principles are very consistent with the

overall approach to designing an organization as articulated by

the OSD model, which I described in earlier chapters. Interest-

ingly, it is also very similar to the approach we took when we

designed VA’s New York Regional Office and ultimately re-

ceived Vice President Gore’s Hammer Award.

The principles are clear, logical, and holistic and focus on

the big picture, as well as on collaboration, communication,

efficiency, effectiveness, and accountability. Moreover, they are

designed to deliver customer-focused service and to put power

in the hands of the people closest to the organization’s custom-

ers. Organizations that use principles such as these to design

their structure(s) will make decisions that are sound and logical

and will contribute to enhanced performance.

An organization’s structure is typically depicted in an orga-

nization chart, which shows the rank and relationships within
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the organization, and explains who reports to whom. Usually,

organizational elements that are shown on the same line within

the chart as others are perceived to have the same degree of

status or rank within the organization.

It is important to recognize that organizational charts have

their limitations, as they merely show the organization’s formal

reporting structure. What they don’t show is the organization’s

informal power structure, which is often built upon personal

relationships and can sometimes circumvent or even subvert

the formal structure.

In most cases, government organizations have several levels

of organizational charts; one shows the overall organization and

its individual business lines, staff offices, field organizations,

and so on; one shows each business line and staff office in more

detail; one shows each field installation; another illustrates the

sub-elements of each field installation (e.g., each division or

service).

Overall Structure for an Entire
Organization

Virtually all government organizations operate within some

form of a pyramid, meaning that the higher you go up the pyra-

mid, the more power you have and the greater the number of

people who report to you, either directly or indirectly. These

days, however, many government organizations are so compli-

cated that it can be difficult at first glance to see the pyramid,

especially since many of these organizations now have multiple

functions and a wide variety of staff offices.

In my view, there are a number of factors that should be

considered in designing a sound overall structure for a govern-
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ment organization.2 First of all, the lines of authority should be

clear (i.e., everyone should know to whom they report). This

also means that the role of headquarters (aka central office)

should be clear relative to the field. Normally, headquarters

should be responsible for policy, strategy, program develop-

ment, coordination with the appropriate legislative bodies, de-

mand creation (ensuring that the organization’s customers are

aware of the products and services being offered and are using

them as intended), and oversight. The field is usually responsi-

ble for policy implementation and performance delivery. Natu-

rally, there is plenty of overlap between both institutions

(headquarters, of course, also has to focus on performance; the

field also interacts with legislative bodies and tries to create a

demand for their products and services).

Throughout my career, I found that, by carefully studying

the organizational decisions made at the national level and the

ultimate impact of those decisions, I could spot evolving trends

that I could apply locally. For example, if the nation was mov-

ing toward a centralized design model, it was better to apply

the same model locally, since it was surely going to be required

at some point. Moreover, I also learned to study the impact

of national decisions on performance, since the same lessons

ultimately apply at the local level.

A major concern in designing organizations is scope; orga-

nizations shouldn’t want to have so many elements reporting

to one individual that she becomes overwhelmed or can give

only a limited amount of attention to many of the elements.

One way to handle this is to have multiple elements report to

an individual, such as a deputy assistant secretary, a deputy un-

dersecretary, a deputy director, or an assistant division chief,

who then reports to the top official in the organization. The
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downside of this approach is that you create an extra layer of

management between the elements reporting to this individual

and the top person.

The same thinking should apply when local design choices

are made. If you are adversely affected by these choices, you

need to raise these concerns with upper management.

Another consideration is the number, size, and location of

both line and staff offices. For example, are the line offices

(those that deliver your products and services) located where

the customers are, and, if so, do they really need to be there in

this day and age of advanced technology? Would it make sense

to close and/or move some of the offices to lower-cost areas in

order to save on overhead and rent, be able to recruit from the

top of the labor pool, and reduce your turnover? What about

the political ramifications of a major consolidation? What

would the outcry be like? How would the union(s) react?

Does the organization need to have multiple staff activities

(e.g., human resources, finance, mailroom, information tech-

nology) throughout the organization? Can it save money, en-

sure more consistency, and free up FTE that could be redirected
to direct labor through consolidation?

Centralizing Work Teams

With respect to performance management, there is always some
degree of tension around the role of headquarters in this area.
For example, if an organization has multiple product lines that
are delivered in a field office, that particular field office usually
reports to a director, who then answers to an area or network
office, which is responsible for performance management.
There is nothing wrong with this approach as long as it is rec-
ognized that every design has its pluses and minuses.
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The plus side is that field offices in which multiple business

lines or programs are grouped together tend to focus on overall

service to their clients, which is a good thing. They, in a sense,

offer one-stop shopping to their customers, which can be

highly desirable from the standpoint of customer satisfaction.

In addition, there is generally more interprogram communica-

tion and cooperation under this approach, simply because peo-

ple from different areas work near one another. The net result

of this option is that each local business line tends to stay less

in its silo and is more likely to work with other lines and thus

offer better service.

The problem with this approach is that the headquarters’

program offices, which are responsible for setting policy, are

sometimes left out of the performance management process,

which is managed by an area or network office. This can result

in a disconnect among policy development, implementation,

and performance management and have a profound impact on

the employees in the field. In other words, employees some-

times feel a bit divided because they seem to be serving two

different masters—their area/networks offices and the various

program offices that set policy.

One also has to question whether colocating multiple busi-

ness lines in the twenty-first century still makes sense in all

cases. After all, technology often makes it easy to move work

from one location to the other, while making things transparent

to the customer. The key here is to look at the organization

design from a holistic point of view and then design the entire

organization in a way that is effective and efficient and allows

it to meet the needs of its customers, stakeholders, employees,

and taxpayers.

These same decisions also need to be made at the local level.
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In many cases, you will have the opportunity to either partici-

pate in the decision-making process or at least influence the

decision. Often, your degree of involvement will ultimately be

a function of how well you understand the principles of systems

design.

A Word About Contracting Out Work

During my career, I witnessed an enormous amount of con-

tracting out government work to the private sector or to an-

other government entity. In fact, quite a few government

organizations have viewed contractors as an important part of

their extended structure. Many, if not most, of these initiatives

have made perfect sense, especially when the government orga-

nization did not have the requisite expertise to perform the

work and/or when the private sector or other government en-

tity could do the job at lower cost.

Some of the activities that I have seen contracted out have

included security work, laundry services, property manage-

ment, payroll, and building management. The idea here was to

allow the organization to concentrate on its core mission and

to farm out the support work to someone else. In most cases,

this worked pretty well, although the transition was often pretty

challenging.

For example, when contracting out, you need to determine

what you will do with the employees whose jobs are affected. If

only a few are involved, that is usually not a problem. However,

if a large number of employees are impacted and they all cannot

be absorbed within the organization, you will have a different

set of problems on your hands. In fact, you may have to resort

to a reduction-in-force (RIF) in order to address your excess
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employees, and, believe me, having lived through several RIFs,

I can assure you that they can get very ugly.

Another issue you will have to deal with is managing the

transition. After all, while contracting out work in order to save

money sounds good, the process is rarely neat and clean. Once

the affected employees know that the work is being contracted

out, they are usually more focused on finding another job than

they are on keeping the work flowing. That is not to say that

they will intentionally do a bad job; they will not, because the

vast majority of government employees have enough pride in

their work that they will continue to try to do a good job. How-

ever, during the transition, people will take more leave than

usual and try to or actually find other work; they will tend to

be a bit sloppier because of the uncertainty of their situation.

The point is that while the organization will be expected to

continue to do good work during the transition, you shouldn’t

be surprised if you see some or more than just some slippage.

Furthermore, remember that contractors are not infallible,

either. That is because it’s one thing to write up a successful bid

and quite another thing to then pull it off. On several occasions,

I’ve seen contractors take over work that they were woefully

unprepared for, resulting in a rapid deterioration of service rel-

ative to the government’s performance.3 Moreover, even when

the contractor is quite good, there is usually a fairly lengthy

period where the contractor has to get up to speed—learn the

technical aspects of the government’s program, train its own

employees, develop its computer systems, and so on.

The purpose of this discussion is to alert government plan-

ners who are considering contracting out to some of the pitfalls

that can occur. Whereas there is certainly a place for contract-

ing out, it is important to recognize both the strengths and the
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weaknesses of such an approach in the context of an overall

government structure.

Short-Term Contracting

Another approach to contracting out work is short-term con-

tracting. Under this scenario, a function is not contracted out

in its entirety. Rather, the organization contracts with someone

to perform a specific task or function for a finite period of time.

For example, this might involve performing a management

study, setting up a computer system, or zeroing out a backlog

of unprocessed mail.

The advantage of this approach is that it quickly fills a need

by bringing desired expertise into the agency for a limited pe-

riod. In a sense, it’s like bringing temporary employees into

the organization, except that the contractor is not technically a

government employee. To me, there are times when this ap-

proach works better than hiring temps, because (1) the contrac-

tors are experienced at handling short-term projects; (2) they

normally specialize in certain areas; (3) you can often bring the

contractors in more quickly than temporary hires; and (4) they

can usually get up to snuff more expeditiously because projects

of this nature are what they do. The downside of this approach

may be cost, because the overall price for contractors is usually

higher than for temporary employees because of the overhead

involved.

I like to think of this approach as providing the government

with much-needed flexibility. The decision to use contractors

and/or temporary employees should be driven by the needs of

the organization, costs, the ease and speed of finding such help,

and similar factors. While short-term contractors may not ap-
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pear on your organization chart, keep them in mind as part of

your informal organization.

The Local Structure

Designing a local structure is obviously not as complicated as

setting up a national structure. The scope is smaller, and fewer

activities and employees are affected. Moreover, the local orga-

nizational structure should be consistent with the national

structure and direction, so you shouldn’t have to reinvent the

wheel. However, if local managers absorb the lessons described

earlier in this chapter, they will be able to apply them locally

and improve their structure and ultimately the performance of

their organization.

With this in mind, you should still use the same basic prin-

ciples in designing your local organization as you would if you

were designing your national organization. You want to have a

lean, effective, and efficient organization that utilizes its re-

sources in the best possible way to accomplish its mission. You

also want to have one where there is good communication from

top to bottom and where the bureaucracy is kept to a min-

imum.

Let’s look at an example of an organization chart at a typical

government agency. Note that all of the six units shown in the

chart have the exact same mission. The numbers shown in pa-

renthesis represent the number of FTE employees assigned to

each activity.

When you look at this chart, several things jump right out.

First of all, the office of the division chief is very top-heavy.

Does he really need a support staff of six FTE (two program

analysts, two management analysts, and two secretaries) to help
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Figure 4-1. Sample Organizational Chart

Division Chief (1)
Assistant Division Chief (1)
Program Analyst (2)
Management Analyst (2)
Secretaries (2)

Section Chief A (1) Section Chief B (1) Section Chief C (1)

Unit 1
(18)

Unit 3
(21)

Unit 4
(12)

Unit 5
(23)

Unit 6
(15)

Unit 2
(19)

him manage 111 employees? I would assign half of these

employees to direct labor activities in order to boost their ca-

pacity.

Also, why have two units reporting to one section chief?

Doesn’t this just add an extra layer of bureaucracy to the mix?

I would abolish the section chief positions, flatten the organiza-

tion, and have the unit chiefs report directly to the assistant

division chief.

Note that most of the unit chiefs have a supervisory ratio of

close to 1:20 or higher. This is much too high, as the ratio

should generally be 1:15 or lower.4 In fact, over the past few

years, the governmentwide range has generally been well below

1:10.

That is not to say that low ratios are necessarily a good

thing, as some private sector companies successfully operate

with much higher ratios.5 However, given the situation at this

typical government organization (i.e., less-than-optimal com-
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puter systems, teams at stage one in their development, heavy

external scrutiny), relatively low ratios made sense at that time.

I would create several more units, detail some of the former

section chiefs to unit chief positions, and reduce the span of

control to an acceptable level.

Let’s review what the new chart would look like:

Figure 4-2. Revised Organizational Chart

Unit 1
(14)

Unit 4
(14)

Unit 5
(14)

Unit 6
(13)

Unit 7
(14)

Unit 2
(14)

Unit 3
(14)

Unit 8
(14)

Division Chief (1)
Assistant Division Chief (1)

Program Analyst (1)
Management Analyst (1)

Secretary (1)

As you can see, the new organization is leaner and flatter,

with one less layer of supervision. In addition, because several

of the section chiefs are assigned to units, the span of control

within each unit is reduced, ensuring that there is better over-

sight and control. Finally, with several of the support positions

being rerouted to direct labor jobs, the division has more horse-

power to accomplish its mission. All of these changes will result

in a tighter, better aligned, and smoother-functioning division.

There are other structural areas you can look at beyond the

examples I just cited that may yield additional improvements.

For instance, how many clerical employees do you have relative

to your professional and administrative employees? In my view,
there are different ways of looking at this issue. On the one
hand, clerical employees are cheaper than professional and ad-
ministrative employees, so this approach can generally buy you
more FTE and free up your higher-graded employees to focus
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on the more complex work. When this approach works well,

you normally enjoy some efficiencies.

On the other hand, there are often hidden costs to having a

large number of lower-graded employees. For example, they

tend to have a higher turnover rate, particularly in high-cost-

of-living areas. This means that you will spend a disproportion-

ate amount of your time hiring and training them. Second, I

have found that clerks often require more disciplinary or ad-

verse actions than their higher-graded counterparts, mainly be-

cause they often come from the lower part of the labor pool.6

Finally, if you have many clerks, you may also experience some

quality challenges, since some of them may be inexperienced or

have a weak command of basic business skills.

All of these factors should be considered when you are de-

signing your organization. In my view, sometimes you may

need to even design your workforce around the available labor

pool. In other words, I would be more inclined to have a higher

mix of clerks to professional and administrative employees if I

knew that my pool of clerical applicants was strong.

Other Factors to Consider

Workflow

One other thing to consider on this issue is the workflow itself.

Remember that every time you split work between a clerk and

someone else, you are adding another handoff to the process,

which can be problematic. Also, ask yourself if there are ways

to reduce the clerical work through technology. For example, if

you have an electronic records system, you won’t need a bunch

of clerks to establish files or find folders. That having been said,
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you will still need some clerical overhead to scan all of your

records into the computer system, although some organizations

find it advantageous to contract this work out.

Although there is no best way to handle every situation, you

should at least be aware of the issues I have outlined, as they

will help you make the right decision for your organization.

Grade Creep

Another subject to look at is grade creep. By this I mean that

many government organizations have found that the average

grade of their employees has climbed over the years. This has

happened for many reasons; some of the jobs may have become

more complex, there may have been a reduction in the number

of clerks, government managers may have upgraded employees

in order to keep them, or there may have been a lack of atten-

tion to sound classification principles.

If the average grade is increasing for the right reasons, (i.e.,

through planned management action in response to changing

demands or technology), there is nothing wrong with that. That

is the way that the system is supposed to work. However, if the

average grade is creeping up unintentionally, or intentionally

but for the wrong reasons (e.g., to try to subvert the classifica-

tion system), the organization may have a different set of prob-

lems on its hands.

First of all, the higher your average grade, the less money

you have to hire additional employees, meaning that your ca-

pacity will not be as high as it could be. Second, if your grades

are going up on a piecemeal basis, meaning that some people

are rewarded with higher grades in order to keep them while

others are not, you may create hard feelings and a sense that
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the same rules don’t apply to everybody. If this happens, the

true cost of those promotions may be a lot higher than you

think because you may wind up with other hidden costs in the

form of grievances, EEO complaints, and lower morale.

I have grappled with this issue throughout my career and

tried to be very careful when I upgraded one or more employ-

ees. I tried to make sure that my decisions were transparent and

that everyone understood what I was doing and why. When

people hear that there is a legitimate business reason for an

increase in grade(s), they can accept it. They have a much

harder time accepting a decision to upgrade people because of

their relationship with management. When that happens, watch

out.

The point here is that the way you manage your grade

structure can have serious ramifications throughout your work-

force, so be careful about the way you handle this critical area.

Direct Labor Employees

Another way to look at your structure is to determine the per-

centage of your employees that are involved in direct labor or,

phrased differently, that add value to the process. In my experi-

ence, high-performing organizations tend to have relatively lit-

tle overhead compared to lower-performing ones, making them

leaner and more responsive and leaving them more resources

to turn to.

For example, I recall studying one underperforming organi-

zation that on paper had about 70 percent of its employees

devoted to performing its direct mission. The rest were supervi-

sors, trainers, quality reviewers, analysts, secretaries, and what

appeared to be nothing more than gofers. When you then fac-
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tored in time that was devoted to meetings, training, special

projects, leave, workers’ compensation, union business, and so

on, it was clear that this organization was devoting less than 50

percent of its resources to accomplishing its mission. No won-

der it was experiencing performance problems!

The solution here was to redirect as many employees as

possible into direct labor7 and to eliminate all the unnecessary

meetings we could; to streamline the training time so that it

was both effective and efficient; to do a better job of managing

and controlling leave, especially unplanned leave; and to reduce

the number of employees on workers’ compensation.

The point of this chapter is to show you that there are many,

many ways to improve your organization’s structure so that it

will perform better. Although an organization chart is an excel-

lent way to depict the organization’s actual structure, you

should continually examine it and the forces beneath it for im-

provement opportunities, especially since it has to be viewed as

a living, breathing, and constantly changing document. After

all, your workforce does not remain static, since people come

and go; therefore, you should, both formally and informally,

make subtle or even more far-reaching changes in your organi-

zation in order to ensure that it is living up to its potential.



 
C H A P T E R 5

Using Metrics to
Track and Improve
Performance: The
Decision-Making and
Information Systems

The decision-making and information systems
reflect the choices that are made about the capture, distribu-

tion, and display of information. Along these lines, metrics, in

particular, have become increasingly important in government,

as leaders have recognized that ‘‘you get what you measure’’

and that ‘‘if it can’t be measured, it can’t be managed.’’ With

the continued push for accountability and results throughout

government, metrics have taken on a more pronounced role in

tracking performance.

A solid set of metrics not only measures the performance

95
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and effectiveness of a program but also provides information

that can be analyzed and used to identify problems, support

requests for investments, and justify the use of additional funds

that can be targeted to the areas that need improvement.

That having been said, I have been struck by what appears

to be a seemingly never-ending increase in the number of met-

rics now being used. For example, when I first started out as a

senior leader, a few key metrics (maybe a dozen or so) were

used to assess the performance of my organization. The general

feeling at the time was that these metrics provided a good sense

as to how our organization was doing. However, by the time I

left government, the number had increased to more than thirty.

Some of my former counterparts are now assessed on 100 or

more metrics, which, as you can imagine, makes their jobs quite

difficult.

There are two schools of thought on this issue. The first one

says that you measure as many activities as you can so that you

will know exactly what is going on in your organization and be

able to assess the overall performance of the organization, both

its leaders and employees. The second one says that you mea-

sure only a few key activities, because if too many are measured,

the managers will become overwhelmed and will be unable to

focus.

In my view, the answer lies somewhere in between. Measur-

ing as many activities and processes as possible is definitely a

good thing, because it gives management the information it

needs to identify problems upstream so that it can prevent

them from becoming problems downstream. On the other

hand, if you measure too many areas, it becomes tougher and

tougher to concentrate on the key priorities. I recommend

tracking as many processes as you can but keeping the number
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of items to measure as part of the performance appraisal system

down to a manageable number. This provides everyone with

the key information needed to manage the workload, while en-

suring that people are still held accountable for achieving the

organization’s priorities.

What to Measure

In my experience, the best way to measure performance is

through a balanced series of measures that provides an accurate

view of the organization’s performance and health. I advocate

measuring five broad categories of performance: (1) customer

satisfaction; (2) quality; (3) timeliness; (4) productivity, or unit

cost; and (5) employee satisfaction and development. Let’s look

at each of these measures in more detail.

1. Customer satisfaction. This looks at the organization’s
performance from the customer’s perspective. It is nor-
mally based on a periodic, random survey of your cus-
tomers and measures the elements that are important to
them. These surveys are usually conducted from one
centralized point, often with the help of a contractor,
and they measure the customer satisfaction of each ap-
propriate office in the organization. Smaller, more fre-
quent surveys can also be done at the local level to
provide quicker feedback, since the centralized surveys
are costly and usually are not conducted more than once
a year.

2. Quality. This measures the accuracy of your products
and/or services. It is normally determined by a review of
a random sample of the work and may be done either at
the local site or, more likely, from a centralized location.
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3. Timeliness. As stated earlier, this is a measure of how
long it takes the activity to perform its key actions, from
the customer’s perspective.

4. Productivity/unit cost. Productivity measures the amount
of resources (usually FTE) it takes to complete an action,
deliver a service, and so on. Unit cost takes the produc-
tivity measure one step further by tracking how much it
actually costs per unit.

5. Employee satisfaction/development. This metric captures
the degree to which your employees are engaged and/or
motivated. This is usually done by surveying the employ-
ees on a series of different dimensions, such as their sat-
isfaction with their jobs, their supervisors, their training,
and their opportunities for improvement. Employee de-
velopment measures the ideal competencies required for
an organization and then compares them to the actual
competencies of the workforce.

While these measures are not all-encompassing, they are

similar to what you will find in most government agencies.

Also, note that these are simply broad categories of measures;

within them you would use more specific measures (e.g., for

unit cost, the cost to answer a phone call, the cost to treat a

patient, or the cost to process a tax return; for timeliness, the

average time to answer a phone call, the amount of time it takes

for a patient to be seen by a physician, or the average number

of days it takes to receive a tax refund).

Many organizations use the ‘‘SMART’’ method when de-

signing their metrics. The SMART method uses metrics that

are:
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> Specific in that they target the area you are measuring.

> Measurable in that you collect data that are clear and
accurate.

> Attainable in that it is reasonable to expect an employee
to achieve that metric given the available resources,
tools, and so on.

> Relevant in that you are measuring information that is
within the scope of the employee’s job and that is some-
thing over which he has control.

> Time-bound in that it tracks the length of time taken to
deliver a product or service.

SMART metrics are precise, easy to understand, realistic,

and provide organizations with an excellent picture of their ac-

tual performance.

Lagging and Leading Indicators

If possible, each category should have two types of measures:

lagging and leading indicators of performance. Lagging indica-

tors tell you how the organization has already performed. In

other words, they show historical performance. Conversely,

leading indicators are barometers of future performance, be-

cause they give you a good sense as to how the organization

will do in the future with respect to that particular area of per-

formance.

Examples of lagging indicators include the average days to

complete an action, the quality of completed actions, the pro-

ductivity or cost to complete an action, and customer satisfac-

tion. All of these measures reflect work that has already been

completed.
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Some leading indicators are the average days of your pend-

ing work, employee development (improved employee skills

can be a predictor of future performance), and the lost call rate

(this can influence your customer satisfaction score).

In my view, the most accurate sets of metrics feature both

types of indicators. In this way, you get the best possible sense

of the state, health, and performance of the organization. Oth-

erwise, if you focus on only one type of indicator, you can easily

get a skewed view.

For example, if the organization focuses only on the average

number of days to complete an action, the employees are likely

to work a disproportionately high number of newer actions.

This is because the average number of days to complete newer

actions will always be lower than the average number of days

to complete the older, pending actions. At least over the short

term, this is the easiest way to achieve that goal, unless you have

already done an excellent job of controlling your work and the

average age of your pending work is also low.

On the other hand, if you have metrics that include both

the average days to complete an action and the average days of

your pending actions, then the employees will have to concen-

trate on achieving both metrics. This will result in a more bal-

anced approach and, more important, better service to your

customers.

Capturing the Information

To the maximum extent possible, performance data should be

captured in an electronic system. By this I mean that the IT

systems should automatically gather information about all of
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the key indicators, in lieu of having employees manually enter

this information into the system. After all, that is the fastest

and most efficient way of gathering the information, and, quite

frankly, the most credible way, as well. A good rule of thumb is

that the more performance data are electronically captured, the

more accurate they will be.

That having been said, certain data may have to be entered

into your system manually. For example, the results of a cen-

tralized quality control program, wherein a quality reviewer ex-

amines completed work, have to be input manually. This will

be credible as long as the reviewer is objective and has no stake

in the results of the review, other than wanting it to be accurate.

The performance information should be tracked in a cen-

tralized database so that the organization will know how it is

doing on each of its metrics on a national basis (or statewide or

localitywide, as appropriate). It should also be able to then

stratify that same information by area or region, by field office,

by division or service, or by some other method. Ideally, the

organization should even be able to take that information down

to the unit level and, ultimately, to the employee.

The system should also contain historical performance data,

dating back at least several years, preferably by month or some

other normal interval that is measured. In this way, organiza-

tions can see how they are trending and compare how they are

doing against how they did at similar time periods in past years.

This is important because some government work can be cycli-

cal in nature (e.g., the work may increase or decrease when

school is in session or during the summer).

The information should be posted in the organization’s In-

tranet so that all of the appropriate employees know how their
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office is doing relative to the goals and to others. This promotes

both healthy competition and (we hope) prompts internal dis-

cussions wherein best practices are shared.

You may also want to post limited performance informa-

tion on the Internet so that your customers and stakeholders

know how you are doing and what to expect. Bear in mind that

this approach has both plusses and minuses. On the positive

side, you will be sending a message that your organization is

transparent and has nothing to hide. That is generally a good

thing for government to do, as open government often results

in better government.

The flip side is that sharing a large amount of performance

information often opens you up to greater examination and

increased criticism, and no one really likes that. Advocacy

groups, stakeholders, the media, and other interested parties

will now be able to see your dirty laundry, and every piece of

data that you display can and will be used against you. In the

long term, the constant scrutiny will make your organization

perform better; but, from a government manager’s perspective,

it can be painful.

National Versus Local Information

The systems I just described are usually designed and imple-

mented at the national (or statewide or localitywide) level, as

they should be. After all, an organization’s headquarters needs

to have one national performance information system that cap-

tures all of the appropriate data for each of its locations. Head-

quarters needs this information to measure, track, appraise,

reward, improve, and budget for performance, as well as to re-

spond to inquiries from a wide variety of interested parties.
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The system needs to be consistent throughout the organization;

when you are comparing ‘‘apples to apples,’’ it is easier to spot

trends across stations and to ensure that the same rules apply

to everyone.

By the same token, managers at the local level sometimes

need more information than is contained in the national sys-

tem. It may be that they have a unique problem that is not

captured in the national system, or it may be that they want to

simply capture additional data points that will help them man-

age their day-to-day work. The point here is that if local man-

agers feel they need more information than the national system

provides them, they should go ahead and do just that.

I do want to add a couple of notes of caution before you

plunge ahead on this front. First of all, as I stated earlier, make

sure that you are not doing anything that would conflict with

your national computer system. In other words, don’t try to

add locally some additional elements (e.g., software, hardware)

to your national system without obtaining the requisite permis-

sion; the additions you make might conflict with the national

system and cause it to stop operating properly. As you can

imagine, that would be a very bad thing to do and could easily

get you in trouble.

Also, be very sensitive to any privacy issues. The last thing

you need to do is to violate the Privacy Act, Health Insurance

Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA),1 or the Financial

Information and Security Management Act (FISMA).2 It is sim-

ply not worth it.

With this in mind, if you need to gather additional per-

formance information at the local level—and I was a big advo-

cate of that—then gather and maintain it in a local database,

spreadsheet, or other file that is separate and distinct from your
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national system. In my situation, I not only wanted to know

how many claims our organization processed each day and how

quickly we were doing them, I also wanted to know how many

claims were coming in to each team on a daily basis and how

quickly each team was addressing them. Such an approach did

not conflict with our national systems; it simply added to our

knowledge base.

I used this method time and again, and it worked for me.

For example, we developed a report card that tracked the per-

formance of several of our contractors. Since these contractors

were an integral part of our vocational rehabilitation process,

we needed to know exactly how they were doing and what they

were contributing to the rehabilitation of our clients. At the

time we started doing this, their work was simply reflected in

our overall performance, but it was hard to tell how they were

doing and whether we were getting a good bang for our buck.

By building these report cards, we were able to differentiate

their contributions to the process from ours, enabling us to

pinpoint any deficiencies that existed.

Remember, knowledge is power, and the more you know

about your operation, the better you will be able to manage it.

Making Sense of the Information

Once you have the information you need, you should try to put

it into perspective. By this I mean that you will need to decide

how you can best arrange the information in order to make

sense of it. In my experience, two basic ways are generally used

to deal with this issue: (1) You can arrange the information on

some form of a dashboard; or (2) you can arrange the informa-
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tion on a balanced scorecard. Let’s examine each approach in

more detail.

The Performance Dashboard

A dashboard is ‘‘really a performance management system. It

communicates strategic objectives and enables businesspeople

to measure, monitor and manage the key activities and proc-

esses needed to achieve their goals.’’3

A performance dashboard displays all of the performance

indicators side by side so that the viewer can get a good sense

of the overall performance of the operation. One of its strengths

is its simplicity; it is relatively straightforward and simple to

understand.

The dashboard provides multiple insights into the perform-

ance of an operation and enables its users to (1) track perform-

ance on each of its key indicators; (2) examine performance

issues from different perspectives and provide management

with the opportunity to try to fix them; and (3) provide man-

agement with a context for making decisions that will lead the

organization in the proper direction.

Many government and private sector organizations use

such a dashboard, as they have found it to be relatively easy to

implement and simple to explain. Moreover, the most effective

ones then try to link this information to their other key sys-

tems, such as performance appraisal and rewards, so that each

system is pointing its employees in the same direction.

The following is an example of a government dashboard

that tracks performance from many different angles:

As you can see, the dashboard clearly shows how the orga-
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Figure 5-1. Performance Dashboard
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nization is doing on each of its metrics. It is easy to see whether

the organization is achieving each goal, because a Y (for yes) or

an N (for no) is shown right below the actual performance.

These days, many dashboards add color to the cell of each met-

ric, with green meaning the goal has been achieved, yellow de-

noting that the goal has not been achieved but the organization

is either within 10 percent of the goal or is at least making

progress, and red indicating the performance is unacceptable.

The Balanced Scorecard

‘‘The balanced scorecard is a strategic planning and manage-

ment system used to align business activities to the vision and

strategy of the organization, improve internal and external

communications, and monitor organizational performance

against strategic goals.’’4 The concept received enormous atten-

tion after the publication of the book The Balanced Scorecard:

Translating Strategy into Action5 and continues to do so today.
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The idea here was to use a series of measures from a variety

of perspectives in order to provide managers and executives

with a more balanced view of an organization’s performance.

The perspectives that Norton and Kaplan recommend man-

agers use are (1) the learning and growth perspective (to see how

well the organization is learning and developing); (2) the busi-

ness process perspective (the organization’s internal processes);

(3) the customer’s perspective (comparing the customer’s ex-

pectations to the level of service received); and (4) the financial

perspective (such things as unit cost and productivity).

The balanced scorecard is intended to operate as both a

management and a measurement system that helps organiza-

tions to express and drive their vision and strategy. It provides

information about their internal processes and external results

in order to foster improved performance and outcomes. When

properly implemented, the balanced scorecard both drives and

measures the overall performance of an organization.

Figure 5-2 shows an example of a government balanced

scorecard.

This scorecard contains the same basic information as the

dashboard, but it displays it in a radically differently way. It is

a bit harder to follow than the dashboard, but, in my view, it

provides you with richer insights. Let’s look at the differences

between the two approaches in a bit more detail.

Comparing the Performance Dashboard to the
Balanced Scorecard

It is clear that the scorecard is more complicated and harder to

understand than the dashboard. That is because the scorecard

is a richer and deeper instrument, and it is more complicated

to design and, ultimately, to understand.
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Figure 5-2. Sample Balanced Scorecard
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Strategic Objective 74.0 78.0 17.0 44.0 365.0 1.0% 96.0% 96.0% 96.0% $249 $96 $121 $161 90.0% 90.0% 2.0% 4.0% 4.0% TBD 4.0
FY 2001 Target 186.4 187.2 45.0 75.0 715.0 5.0% 74.0% 68.0% 65.0% TBD TBD TBD TBD 59.0% 68.0% 8.0% 7.0% 4.0% TBD 3.7
Zero Value 200.0 150.0 125.0 100.0 1,000.0 43.0% 35.0% 35.0% 35.0% $550 $250 $215 $500 35.0% 35.0% 13.0% 35.0% 50.0% TBD 1.0
Actual 190.4 174.2 44.2 91.3 697.4 23.6% 65.0% 51.9% 58.6% $569 $255 $183 $266 53.4% 62.2% 12.7% 9.0% 5.7% TBD 3.4
Earned Points 0.4 0.0 2.2 0.3 2.9 0.9 7.9 2.2 1.6 0.0 0.0 1.4 2.8 2.0 3.0 0.1 2.5 2.9 TBD 4.0
Maximum Points 5.0 3.0 3.0 2.0 6.0 2.0 16.0 8.0 4.0 4.0 4.0 4.0 4.0 6.0 6.0 2.0 3.0 3.0 10.0 5.0

Target Score - EOFY 42.0 x1.35 56.8

Total Score 36.9 x1.11 41.0 NOTES:
Maximum Score 90 x1.11 100 (1) Reflects monthly

(2) Reflects FYTD data (thru current month)
(3) Reflects FYTD data (thru prior month)
(4) Reflects 12-month cumulative data
(5) Updated quarterly
(6) Updated annually
(7) End of month snapshot

This scorecard was actually used in FY 2001 to measure claims processing performance. It
weights five different dimensions of performance and converts them to one overall score, with
100 being the highest possible total.

This scorecard measures performance relative to 1) a strategic objective (the first row on the
left below the word ‘‘Measure’’), which represents the desired performance several years in the
future and if achieved, would provide the maximum score; 2) the FY 2001 target, where the
organization wants to be at the end of the fiscal year; and 3) a ‘‘zero value,’’ meaning the
performance is at a level that is unacceptable and the organization receives no points at all on
this measure. Thus, for performance under the category entitled ‘‘Customer Orientation,’’ the
organization’s performance (62.2%) is roughly halfway between the strategic objective (90.0%)
and the zero value (35.0%), so the organization earns 1/2 the maximum number of points (6.0/
2�3.0).

Note that the target score-end of fiscal year (EOFY), the total score and the maximum score
shown at the bottom left-hand side have been adjusted to account for the categories marked
TBD, meaning the actual measure was still to be determined at the time.

The best way to describe the two approaches is by analogy.
To me, the dashboard is like a report card from elementary
school, whereas the scorecard is more like a report card from
high school or college. In elementary school, the student re-
ceives a grade on each of her classes, but none of the grades is
weighted, and there is no overall score given.
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On the other hand, a high school report card assigns a

weight to each class (usually called a credit), and the student’s

grades are then multiplied by those credits; for example, an ‘‘A’’

is usually worth a score of 4.0. If a student receives an ‘‘A’’ in a

class worth three credits, then the student receives 12 points

(4.0 x 3 � 12) for that class. After that, the aggregate score is

divided by the total number of credits, which then produces

one overall weighted score for the semester, year, or total time

of enrollment. This overall score is commonly referred to as a

student’s GPA, or grade point average.

To me, that is one of the strongest arguments for having a

balanced scorecard, at least for the type of scorecard I have just

described—you are assigned one overall score that lets you

know exactly how you are doing and where you stand. I have

found this approach to be much better and much more reveal-

ing than a dashboard, which simply lists your performance in a

wide variety of measures. After all, if there are thirty, forty, or

even fifty or more measures on your scorecard, and you achieve

50 percent, 60 percent, or 75 percent of them, how do you

know if you are doing well? Moreover, how do you know which

ones are the most important? The scorecard both simplifies and

clarifies matters by assigning weights to all of the measures and

then rolling them up on all categories into one overall score. I

found that this approach makes more sense, and, more impor-

tant, it ensures that the organization focuses on overall service,

and not just on internal processes.

I also found that the scorecard is an excellent driver of per-

formance, because the weights assigned to each category clearly

let the organization’s managers know what the priorities are

and where to concentrate their efforts. At the same time, they
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know that every point on the scorecard is precious, because

their rating and potential rewards depend on their total score,

so they are required to manage every metric.

Another advantage of the scorecard is that you can roll it

up or drill it down to virtually any level of your organization.

In other words, you can have a national scorecard for a pro-

gram that produces one overall score. If you use the same mea-

sures and weights at every level, you can have a scorecard that

produces one number for each division, each section, each unit,

and even each employee. Imagine having such a clear line of

sight! You can even have a scorecard that weights the scores of

each program (you can weight it by FTE, dollars, or whatever

makes the most sense for you) to provide you with one overall

score for your entire agency.

Of course, you can also drill a dashboard down to low levels

in your organization as well. The downside of this approach is

that you drill down only by measure, not by overall perform-

ance.

I am a big fan of having one overall number, because this

adds a great deal of clarity to both the performance appraisal

and rewards and to the recognition systems. If people are aware

of the number they have to shoot for and know there are reli-

able consequences for exceeding, meeting, or failing to meet it,

they will have faith in the systems, the organization, and their

superiors—and how often does that happen?

On the other hand, if that doesn’t happen, your employees

will spend a disproportionate amount of time talking among

themselves and griping about how inconsistently management

is treating everyone, and who wants that to happen? Sadly, in

my experience, that is what usually happens.
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I don’t want you to infer from my comments that a dash-

board is a bad thing, because it certainly is not. In fact, for most

of my career, the organization I worked for used a dashboard,

and it served its purpose relatively well. The biggest advantage

of the dashboard is its simplicity, because people at virtually

every level of the organization can quickly grasp it. The score-

card involves more permutations and calculations and takes a

lot longer for your employees to grasp. In fact, in my experi-

ence, some people never master all of its intricacies.

That having been said, I believe that, in many cases, a bal-

anced scorecard is a better instrument for the reasons I just

described. It gives you a deeper and more well-rounded view of

your organization, as it focuses on overall service delivery.

The choice, of course, is ultimately the organization’s. The

best way to look at it is to ask how the measurement instrument

the organization chooses fits within the other design choices it

makes. That is the question that should always be asked when-

ever a design choice is made.

Sharing Information

Once a decision is made as to what will be measured and how

it will be displayed, the next step is to decide how the informa-

tion will be shared. To me, this is an underused and underap-

preciated opportunity, and one that government managers

rarely take advantage of. I am constantly amazed how often I

visit organizations and see virtually no evidence of their per-

formance. I’m sure that, to at least some extent, the informa-

tion is available somewhere: in a computer system, a file

cabinet, someone’s desk, or somewhere. I’m also confident that
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most of the supervisors are at least vaguely (if not intimately)

familiar with their organization’s actual performance.

However, I rarely see the performance information dis-

played anywhere, which makes me wonder how important

overall performance actually is to that organization. After all, if

the information is not posted in one or more prominent loca-

tions, how do most of the employees know how they are doing?

Moreover, what message does it send to the workforce if no

one takes the time to share the information?

I believe that most government organizations should post es-

sential performance information in a series of key locations. By

doing this, it (1) lets both the employees and visiting customers

and other stakeholders know that performance is important; (2)

keeps everyone in the loop so all employees know what is going

on and can see how their actions impact the organization’s per-

formance; (3) creates internal discussion and debate from within

and helps to generate ideas for improving things; and (4) fosters

a sense of transparency throughout the organization.

Posting information is not as simple as it sounds because

there are many factors to consider, such as what data to post,

how to post them, and who will post them. Let’s look at each

issue in more detail.

What to Post

Simply put, you should post as much information as is appro-

priate and helpful for the audience with whom you are intend-

ing to share the information. Most government organizations

have several business lines and varying degrees of responsibili-

ties. I learned early on that if you overwhelm your employees

with too much information, especially information they do not
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understand and have no control over and no real interest in

(e.g., the work of a different business line, an activity in which

they are not involved and with which they have no relation-

ship), they will become overwhelmed and/or turned off by the

information and will ultimately tune you out.

That is why I believe in posting different degrees of infor-

mation in different locations, depending upon the audience.

The key is to maintain a clear line of sight with respect to the

information posted; in other words, you provide the widest and

most all-encompassing information to your highest level offi-

cials, and, as you go further and further down into your organi-

zation, you provide more narrow and focused information.

I typically like to start off by establishing a war room, which

becomes the command or nerve center of the organization and

contains all of the key metrics for each and every business line.

This room is similar to the one that NASA or the Pentagon uses,

although it is probably not as large or as high tech. The room is

plastered with information about performance and projects and

is the primary location where senior management meets, reviews

information, analyzes problems, and plans its strategy.

The next level down is at the division or service chief level,

from which a business line is usually run. Most of these activi-

ties normally have their own conference room, and they often

have several supervisors reporting to the business line head. I

recommend using the conference room as a mini–war room

and posting all of the line’s key metrics within it. The room

should have charts and graphs that show how their internal

processes are working, as well as trend analyses and other

data—everything that one would need to know to effectively

manage a business line.

The chief holds all of his staff meetings in the mini–war
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room and has his subordinate supervisors view the posted in-

formation and try to make some sense of what is going on. As

discussion ensues about the best course of action to take, it is

always easier to make an informed decision when the requisite

information is right there in front of you.

The third level down involves the individual team. I don’t

envision teams having their own war rooms, since teams usu-

ally don’t have their own meeting or conference rooms. If they

have one, great; if not, I see two options: (1) Use the supervisor

or team leader’s office, if she has one, as a mini–war room; or

(2) use a bulletin board in an area where the team meets in

order to discuss team performance.

This room or, more likely, bulletin board should contain all

of the team’s goals and metrics, as well as other important in-

ternal processing information. It should be focused and contain

data about what the team members have control over and, ulti-

mately, what they will be held accountable for. The team should

hold its performance meetings in this area so it can discuss

what is going well and what can be improved. In the same way

that the war room is the command center for upper manage-

ment, the team meeting area should be the focal point for dis-

cussions about team performance.

In summary, sharing performance information is crucial to

an organization’s success. The keys are these: (1) There is a

clear line of sight from the highest level of the organization

down to each individual employee; (2) the information is easy

to understand; (3) the information is meaningful to the em-

ployees because they have some control over the outcome; and

(4) the employees will be held accountable for the results,

meaning that results will impact both their appraisal and re-

wards and recognition.



 

Using Metrics to Track and Improve Performance 115

How to Post the Data

Organizations that post data usually place the information on
bulletin boards, and that works just fine. Bulletin boards pro-
vide a neat, clean, and professional look, which is something
you always want to strive for. Just make sure that the look and
feel of your boards are consistent with the rest of your physical
plant in terms of color and décor.

I strongly recommend that you avoid posting information
directly on your walls. When you post charts and graphs on
walls, they tend to look scattered and unprofessional, and it cre-
ates the impression that they were posted as an afterthought.
Moreover, if you’ve hung paper on walls with some form of tape,
pins, or glue, when you take them down you invariably pull paint
off the walls and make them look worn and unattractive.

A different variation on the theme is to hang paper on cloth
partitions. The advantage of this approach is that the papers
don’t leave any marks when you change the display. However,
in my view, posting information on bare partitions still leaves
you with a cluttered and unattractive look. Therefore, I still
recommend using bulletin boards, even if you want to display
information on cloth partitions.

A more modern and exciting look is to post computer and/
or television monitors throughout the workplace. This provides
a colorful and jazzy look to the physical plant and, more impor-
tant, allows you to update the data automatically, instead of
taking down and putting up paper documents on a periodic
basis.

Who Should Post the Data

One of the questions I often receive concerns how much FTE
is involved in putting together and posting all of this data. The
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answer is, not much, and certainly way less than one FTE. De-

veloping graphs and charts and then posting them is not a lot

of work, especially for someone who knows what she is doing.

Moreover, I do not recommend going down this path unless

you see the value of relentlessly tracking data and then sharing it

with the key players. In other words, don’t do it because it is

something that sounds like it is a good thing to do. Do it only if

you believe it is the right thing to do for your organization.

Getting back to the question of who should do the posting,

in my experience I have found that it should be the person

in your organization who is responsible for maintaining and

tracking data, such as a management analyst, a supervisor, or a

team member. It doesn’t really matter who that person is, as

long as it is someone who does this regularly. My recommenda-

tion is that you have a schedule for developing and posting

your charts and graphs that corresponds to your information

tracking system or your performance goals. Whether it is

weekly or monthly or a different time frame, the most impor-

tant thing is to stick to your schedule.

Postings should be followed by meetings with the appro-

priate people to review the data and to decide where to go from

there. If you do this, you will find that tracking, posting, and

managing data will become a normal part of the way your orga-

nization works and will lead to improved performance.

The point of this chapter is that if you use information to your

advantage, it will work for your advantage. If you do not, it

will become harder and harder for you to control events and,

ultimately, performance. I strongly recommend that you em-

brace your decision-making and information systems and make

them a regular part of the way you do business. I’m certain that
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if you do this, you will be in a much better position to address

problems well before they blow up into major disasters. Fur-

thermore, by keeping your employees in the loop, you will help

them feel more engaged, and you will have far more eyes than

ever before looking for ways to improve performance.
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C H A P T E R 6

Recruitment,
Selection, and
Development: The
People System

The people system addresses the way that people are

recruited and selected, the way they are oriented and trained,

and the manner in which their performance and behavior are

managed.

Recruitment and Selection

Recruitment and selection are related to improving your per-

formance. You would think that would be self-explanatory, but

these connections are not immediately obvious. Of course,

everyone wants the best talent. However, it’s not so obvious

that recruiting methods set the scene for how an employee will

119
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view the organization or that it can make the other employees

want to work harder. In my experience, organizations that place

a premium on recruiting top-notch people and promoting em-

ployees when they have earned it, not because they have been

around for a while, send a powerful message to everyone that

they are all about performance and achievement.

Recruitment and selection should be an important part of

an organization’s people plan and should be done strategically,

not haphazardly. By this I mean that an organization should

know its turnover rate, be aware of the employees who are eligi-

ble to retire, plan for people to leave, and design its recruitment

plan accordingly. It should not passively wait for employees to

leave and then start the recruitment process each time a posi-

tion becomes vacant. That is simply too slow and inefficient an

approach.

Along these lines, I strongly believe in what I call anticipa-

tory recruitment, that is, recruiting to fill positions before they

become vacant. I advocate this approach because it allows orga-

nizations to replenish their workforce while the employees they

expect to leave are still there, allowing for a smoother transition

and less disruption of services than if organizations fill posi-

tions after they become vacant.

How and when should an organization do this? First of all,

anticipatory recruitment works best for multi-encumbered po-

sitions, because they have more employees and provide greater

flexibility. After all, in most cases, unless you have an unusually

good budget or excess FTE, it does not make sense to backfill a

one-of-a-kind or two-of-a-kind position, unless you know for

a fact that an incumbent will be leaving shortly. Otherwise, you

will be spending more money than you probably have.
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However, with multi-encumbered jobs, if you expect a cer-

tain number of losses per year, you can calculate the amount of

money you will save through these losses (e.g., the length of

time you will not have to pay for these positions because they

are or will become vacant, the difference between the salaries of

the departing employees and the salaries of the new ones) and

then use this money to bring on one group of employees rather

than one or two employees at a time throughout the year. If

you take this approach, you will need fewer people to train the

new employees, since they will be trained as one class, and as a

group they will get up to snuff more quickly, resulting in better

continuity of service.

With this in mind, as you plan your recruitment efforts,

decide in advance the groups of people and the skill sets you

would like to have for the positions you expect to become va-

cant.1 This approach, wherein you decide what the end state

should look like and then work your way back, is an excellent

strategy whenever you plan.

In government, there is always a certain number of govern-

mentwide recruitment procedures you need to follow. For ex-

ample, in the federal government, most vacancies have to be

announced through www.USAJOBS.gov. Many state and local

agencies take a similar tack.

In addition, there are often internal procedures to follow,

as well as legal requirements (e.g., veterans’ preference), union

contracts, and other factors that place further constraints on

your flexibility. The best I can recommend in this area is to

learn the applicable system as well as you can and then use it to

your advantage whenever possible. In my experience, the sys-

www.USAJOBS.gov
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tems provide a lot more flexibility than most managers think.

The problem is that most don’t even know enough to ask the

right questions.

For example, I was recently speaking to a group of manag-

ers who were lamenting the fact that they couldn’t find quali-

fied veterans (the job was legally required to be filled by a

veteran) for a GS-13 position. When I suggested that they try

announcing the job as a GS-12/13,2 meaning that the position

could either be filled at the GS-13 or the GS-12 level with a

qualified veteran,3 they were stunned, because they hadn’t

thought about this approach.

The point here is that while the government’s recruitment

systems do have their constraints, they also have plenty of flex-

ibilities, and you should use them if you need to. For instance,

you may decide in advance that you want to target veterans as

a possible recruitment source. Such an approach makes perfect

sense for many reasons: Our government owes a major debt to

veterans; they generally bring a strong work ethic, have plenty

of experience working under pressure, and can be quickly hired

under one of the government’s special recruitment authorities

(e.g., the Veterans’ Employment Opportunities Act of 1998, a

VRA appointment). You can reach this group by placing adver-

tisements in veterans’ magazines and/or on veterans’ websites

or by working with VA’s Vocational Rehabilitation and Em-

ployment Division or your state’s Department of Labor. By

using one or more of the special hiring authorities for this or

another group, you can speed up the normally time-consuming

process because you won’t have to wait for the traditional civil

service certificate.

Other potential groups with special appointing authorities

that you might want to consider targeting include people with



 

Recruitment, Selection, and Development: The People System 123

disabilities and outstanding scholars. You can reach people with

disabilities through the state’s Department of Labor or through

various organizations, magazines, and websites that serve this

group. The best way to attract outstanding scholars is through

college job fairs or with advertisements sent to each school’s

placement office.

On the other hand, there are times when you may want to

target groups of people who do not have a special hiring au-

thority but who would make unusually good fits for your orga-

nization. For example, positions that require incumbents to

speak Spanish should be advertised in Spanish-speaking com-

munities. You might also want to target the elderly and/or stu-

dents for certain types of seasonal and/or part-time positions.

The point here is that your recruitment efforts should not

be based on the presumption that you will be able to find the

right candidates by simply advertising in USAJOBS.gov or your

state or city’s website. Better to decide in advance the type of

people you are looking for, develop a plan, market your organi-

zation to your targeted groups, and then go out and find them.

After all, if you don’t know where you are going, you will never

get there.

There are several other points that I want to make about

the screening and selection process. First of all, once applicants

apply for positions, they go through a two-step process. The

initial step involves determining whether candidates meet the

minimum qualifications for the job. This might seem simple

and straightforward, but these decisions are crucial, because if

too many people are found to be unqualified, your pool of po-

tential selectees will quickly drop precipitously. To a large ex-

tent, all the process involves is comparing the education and

experience of the candidates to the qualification standards.
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However, in my experience, far too many HRM specialists take

an overly strict-constructionist approach to this step and often

screen out more candidates than is necessary.

As I see it, the key is to apply the standards consistently to

all applicants, but the HRM Department has some discretion in

how it interprets and applies the standards. It is like a baseball

umpire: Some have wide strike zones, while others have nar-

rower ones. What is important is to treat every batter and

pitcher the same way.

I believe that HRM specialists who work in high-cost areas

where there are relatively few applicants4 need to take a some-

what looser interpretation of the standards than specialists in

low-cost areas, where the pool is generally much larger.5 This is

especially true for lower-grade and trainee positions, where for

all intents and purposes the government expects to train the

new hires anyway. This is simply a smart but fair real-world

approach to dealing with the challenges that government man-

agers have to live with.

The second step involves ranking, which occurs when man-

agement has to distinguish the best-qualified candidates from

the merely qualified ones. The key here is to devise a system

that can efficiently and effectively spot differences among appli-

cants. That usually involves comparing each applicant’s knowl-

edge, skills, and abilities relative to the job requirements and

then determining who the highest-ranking candidates are. This

is easier said than done, because whatever method you use to

make these distinctions (e.g., multiple-choice questionnaires,

written responses to questions, screening interviews), all have

their pluses and minuses. For example, people often choose the

highest possible response on the multiple-choice questions be-

cause they believe it will give them the best score. Written re-
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sponses often tell you who the best writers are and not

necessarily who the best-qualified people are. This is a tough

one, and it is why I encourage you to work closely with your

HRM advisers to ensure you use the system that works best for

you.

First Impressions Count: Your Office
Environment and Performance

When a prospective employee walks in the door for an inter-

view, what kind of impression do you want her to have?

Do you want her to see a typical, dark, grungy, and

undistinguished-looking government office that makes her

squirm and think to herself that even if she gets the job she is

going to keep looking? Or do you want her to walk into the

space, gaze up at walls that almost breathe the mission, honor

the employees, and send a powerful message that performance

is valued in this organization? I think the answer is rather obvi-

ous; the obvious point is that the way your physical space is

designed can send a powerful message to prospective candi-

dates.

I’ve already mentioned the importance of using visual dis-

plays, so I am not going to address this here in much detail.

My only point is that your physical plant can be a turnoff to

prospective candidates, or it can be a proactive tool that helps

attract employees to you organization.

For example, my last organization had a training room that

was also used to celebrate our employees. All around the room

we hung pictures of our employees, including our teams, the

managers, union officials, former employees, the children of

our employees, employees when they were in the military, and
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so on. Not only were these photos well received by our employ-

ees, but when employees from other offices used to visit us,

they would see them and compare our room to similar rooms

in their offices. Needless to say, their offices did not compare

favorably. On several occasions, after seeing our space, an em-

ployee actually wanted to transfer to our office. We took what

most people barely see—the walls of a government building—

and turned them into a recruitment tool.

Using Past-Performance Questions

When going through the interviewing process, organizations

should focus their interviews on the past performance of poten-

tial employees. This is because past performance is generally the

best indicator of future performance. I therefore recommend

that you develop performance-based interviewing questions for

the interviews you conduct (e.g., tell me about the time you

had a problem with quality and what you did to fix it; describe

a problem you had with one of your customers, and explain

what you did to satisfy her). Such questions will give you deeper

insight into the applicant’s past performance and provide you

with a better chance to project what his future performance

might be.

Part of the interviewing process also involves candidates

evaluating whether your organization is a good fit for them.

After all, if you spend your time, energy, and money on hiring

someone who later decides that the organization is not for him,

the organization will have wasted its investment and will be

back to square one. Accordingly, I recommend that whenever

you interview someone for a job, you have that person spend

several hours on the job with an experienced employee to see if
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the job is a good fit. Better to find out now that the employee

will not be a good fit than later on.

Once you have completed the interviewing process, prop-

erly applied all of the appropriate civil service rules and regula-

tions, and tentatively made your selections, don’t forget to

check the background of the leading candidates. You would be

amazed how often shady people who are skilled at giving excel-

lent interviews get selected because government managers fail

to take the time to check their references.

Let me give you several examples of government managers

who were caught off guard and selected the wrong candidates

simply because they looked good. On one occasion, a longtime

government employee was selected to be an EEO investigator.

The problem here was that her supervisor had not checked with

her previous office, which might have advised him that she had

just admitted retaliating against another employee for filing an

EEO complaint.

On a separate occasion, a government supervisor selected a

candidate for a trainee position without looking into his back-

ground and/or looking closely at his SF-171 (the official appli-

cation form used at the time to apply for jobs with the federal

government). It turned out that he had been convicted of mur-

der. While he was eventually removed from the government, a

lot of time, energy, and money were wasted on his situation.

Orientation and Training

An employee’s first year on the job is usually considered to be

the last part of the examining process. This is because it pro-

vides the government with the opportunity to watch the em-

ployee and determine whether she is a good fit. By the same
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token, it also gives the employee the chance to evaluate whether

she wants to stay with the government for the long term.

The first chance you get to shape a new employee’s view of

her organization is during orientation, where the employee gets

to learn all about it and meet some of her co-workers. Take

advantage of this opportunity and hold your new employee ori-

entation in a quality location that sends the message that you

are a first-class organization. By all means, do not hold it in

some dumpy room, away from everything, that gives the im-

pression that orientation is merely an afterthought; if you do

that, the employee will be talking about this experience for

years to come.

Make sure the employees who speak at orientation have

good people skills and are excellent representatives of the or-

ganization. The last thing you want is to have some cynical

bureaucrat drone on and on in a monotone to your new em-

ployees.

Make the orientation enjoyable and inspiring. For example,

show a video from the national, statewide, or citywide head of

your entity that provides an overview of the entire organization.

Have the local leader come down and introduce himself to

everyone. Make sure he shares the mission, vision, and core

values with the employees.

Show a film that traces the history of your organization,

and follow that up with a tour of the local environment. Have

an HRM specialist come down and explain all of the benefits,

programs, rules, and regulations that will affect each employee.

Give them plenty of time to ask questions and to fill out the

appropriate paperwork.

You might even want to pair each new employee up with a

more experienced coworker. In this way, she will have someone
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who will show her the ropes and a buddy she can turn to for

questions.

The point here is if you make the effort to start the em-

ployee off on the right foot, the odds are that she will in fact do

so. That is one reason why organizations such as the Walt Dis-

ney Company do so well. They invest in their employees, start-

ing from the moment they begin work there, and inculcate their

values in each person. If you take the same approach, you will

be way ahead of the game.

Training and Development

Employee development should be an integral part of your peo-

ple plan, not a haphazard, off-the-cuff adjunct to which you

occasionally send your subordinates. Unfortunately, that is how

it often seemed to happen during my career.

Looking back, I think that occurred because many of my

supervisors thought of training as something they had to do

because it was mandated from above. In other words, they

grudgingly supported the program because they thought that

this was what was expected of them. In reality, I suspect that

many of these supervisors saw training as taking their subordi-
nates away from their day-to-day jobs; that is, it was a necessary
evil, not an investment in their workforce.

The better approach is to think of employee development
as a continuum from the time an employee enters on duty until
the day he leaves the organization. After all, it’s the employees
who serve your customers, not the building, the computer sys-
tem, or your manuals. Since that is the level where the rubber
meets the road, this is where you need to make your largest
investment and where you will get the biggest bang for the
buck.
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Along these lines, think of orientation as the point where

training begins and then continues for the duration of each

employee’s career. Let’s look at this life cycle a little more

closely.

After orientation, the employee should receive a sufficient

amount of training to ensure she will be able to independently

perform her job. Depending upon the nature and complexity

of the job, as well as the number of new hires/selectees, this may

entail some combination of formal classroom training, reading

assignments, and one-on-one mentoring and can take any-

where from several hours to a few years before the employee

becomes a journeyman. Where possible, I recommend placing

trainees in some form of a team or group environment, with a

mentor or coach at their disposal, so that they will be able to

develop in a positive and supportive environment.

I also recommend that trainees both be evaluated and re-

ceive solid feedback during this period. It is simply the right

thing to do and will help you identify problems early on, rather

than letting them fester and develop into bigger problems.

Trainees both need and deserve to know how they are doing so

that they can make any necessary adjustments. At the same

time, if someone is struggling and looks like he is going to be a

problem, better to address the situation early on, instead of

scrambling near the end of or after the probationary period.

Once the trainees become journeymen, your obligation to

train them does not end. As stated earlier, it continues through-

out their career.

The best way to approach this is by first identifying the

competencies required for your organization. Competencies are

the skills and abilities needed by an organization so that it can

successfully achieve its mission. If an organization starts out by
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identifying the competencies it would like to have in its ‘‘ideal

state’’ and then compares them with the competencies that its

employees actually have in the organization’s ‘‘current state,’’

the organization will know exactly where its gaps are and can

plan accordingly.

I suggest this approach because it looks at training in a ho-

listic manner. After all, the real concern is not how you develop

your trainees; it is how you develop your entire workforce. In

my experience, far too often, management tended to focus its

training on the new people or to offer it when legislative and/

or procedural changes were made or when there was a quality

problem in a particular area. All of these are good reasons to

give training. The problem with this approach is that it is ad

hoc and piecemeal and is not really focused on any overall

strategy. That is why I always come back to tracking competen-

cies. If you look at the competencies your organization needs,

compare them to what you have, and then try and bridge the

gap, you will know exactly where your holes are and can plan

your training accordingly.

Planning Your Training: A Competency Grid. A compe-

tency grid is simply a visual tool that compares a division, unit,

and/or section’s desired competencies with the actual compe-

tencies of each employee in that activity. Every employee works

closely with her supervisor to assess her strengths and weak-

nesses in each competency, and these assessments are then

listed on the grid for all to see. The activity’s training plan is

then designed to bridge these gaps, making training much fairer

and more transparent than what the employees have been used

to.

This is an example of a simple competency grid:
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Figure 6-1. Sample Competency Grid

Employee Competency Competency Competency Competency Competency
Name A B C D E

John Expert Expert Expert Journeyman Expert
Doe

Jane Expert Expert Journeyman Expert Journeyman
Doe

John Journeyman Journeyman Journeyman Journeyman Novice
Smith

Fred Journeyman Journeyman Expert Novice Novice
Brown

Mary Novice Novice Novice Novice Novice
Davis

Ideal 2 E’s, 3 J’s 3 E’s, 2J’s 2 E’s, 3 J’s 2 E’s, 1J 1 E, 3 J’s
State

Current State 2 E’s, 2 J’s, 1 N 2 E’s, 2 J’s, 1 N 2 E’s, 2 J’s, 1E, 2 J’s, 2 N’s 1 E, 1 J,
1 N 3 N’s

Gap 1 J 1 E, 1 J 1 E 2 J’s

Training Plan:

Competency A—pair Mary Davis with John Doe twice a week for one hour to make her
proficient in that competency

Competency B—consult with John Smith and Fred Brown and determine which of them
should take a one-week advanced class on this topic in Baltimore, MD

Competency C, D, and E—same approach

Priorities:

Plan:

As you can see, this grid clearly shows where the activity’s

primary training needs are, so it becomes easier to decide

whom you should send for training and why. You might even

want to consider color-coding each box to make it even easier

to view (e.g., green for expert, yellow for journeyman, and red

for novice).

I recommend that this grid be posted within each activity

and that the employees be involved in the actual analysis of the

needs, the prioritization of the needs, and the development of
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the training plan. In this way, everyone will feel a part of the

process, and the typical complaints about favoritism will evapo-

rate because the employees will have had the chance to partici-

pate and it will be an open process.

I also suggest that when you hold your periodic perform-

ance feedback meetings with your employees (optimally, much

more than twice a year), you use that occasion to talk to them

about their development and how they are doing in improving

their competencies. In this way, you will make employee devel-

opment a regular part of the discussion, rather than the off-

the-cuff conversation that it usually is.

Managing Performance with Individual Development
Plans. Many organizations use individual development plans

(IDPs) as a way to develop their employees, and that can be a

good thing. The problem I have seen is that a lot of work is

initially put into writing up impressive sounding plans, but

then little follow-up ever seems to take place. My advice is to

put together IDPs only if you truly plan to use them as in-

tended.

Perhaps the best way to use IDPs is in the manner I just

described. Require that the IDP be discussed whenever the em-

ployee receives prescheduled performance feedback. In fact, I

encourage organizations to add a block on the employee ap-

praisal form that requires the initials of both the supervisor

and the employee acknowledging that the employee’s IDP was

addressed during the performance feedback session.

Mandatory Training. Another related component of em-

ployee development is what I call mandatory training. This is

training that does not necessarily relate directly to the team’s
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competencies but that is still required by the national, state, or

local organization. This training may concern techniques for

preventing sexual harassment, information technology security,

employee safety and health issues, or other topics.

In many cases, these classes are required in response to an

incident that has caused the organization embarrassment and/

or put it at risk in some fashion. For example, women at one

or more sites may have been sexually harassed, or there could

have been a serious breach in the organization’s information

security system. Whatever the reason, the training usually oc-

curs after the event has generated enough adverse publicity that

a senior official in the organization decides to respond by re-

quiring that every employee take a class that theoretically pre-

vents the incident(s) from recurring.

The problem with some of these classes is that they tend to

become a part of the organization’s annual training program,

even if they have outlived their usefulness. However, if they are

required, management must comply, so the supervisor needs to

ensure that every employee attends each mandated course. This

can be easily tracked by adding additional columns onto the

competency grid, by developing a separate grid, or simply

maintaining a spreadsheet. The important thing here is to plan

for the training at the beginning of the year and to then get it

done.

Developing Your Supervisors

An important area that should require your attention is super-

visory development. Supervisors are the lifeblood of any orga-

nization, and they must be carefully developed. That statement

has never been truer than today, with the retirement of the
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Class of ’73, the lack of HR expertise, the increasing complexity

of the work, and the increasingly litigious workforce.

To address this, I would take the same basic approach that

I suggested for addressing your competencies: Identify and ana-

lyze both the ideal state and the current situation, and then

develop a plan to bridge the gaps. Any such plan should involve

developing a cadre of high-potential future supervisors (so you

don’t have to train every new supervisor from scratch), as well

as your first- and second-line supervisors, your midlevel man-

agers, and your current and future leaders.

The plan should recognize that supervisors, who directly

oversee their subordinates, need different skill sets from man-

agers, who manage through other supervisors; and that leaders

require different skill sets from managers, since leaders focus

more on establishing and advocating a vision, improving sys-

tems, and looking down the road.

The idea here is that there is a continuum through which

supervisors pass as they move up through the organization, and

that path should be as smooth as possible. The best way to

accomplish this is through careful planning and early identifi-

cation of your future stars and then following that up with con-

stant development, using a wide range of tools, including an

IDP, training classes, mentors, increasingly challenging assign-

ments, reading material, and management development pro-

grams. I encourage you to ensure that at least some of these

activities include interaction with experts from outside govern-

ment if for no other reason than to ensure that future supervi-

sors get exposed to as many ideas and approaches as possible.

I’m confident that if you make a heavy investment in your

current and future management team, you will reap dividends

in the years to come.
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C H A P T E R 7

Managing
Performance and
Accountability

It wouldn’t surprise me if this were the section of

the book that you are most interested in.1 After all, whenever I

speak to government managers about improving performance,

they all want to know how they can hold their employees ac-

countable. To do this, I think it is best if we first think in terms

of roles and responsibilities, second about the performance

management system itself, and third in terms of implementa-

tion of the system.

With respect to roles, every government manager needs to

provide his employees with the training, tools, and expectations

required so that they will both know what they need to do to

succeed and be able to meet the requirements of the job. In

other words, it is up to each employee’s supervisor to put her

in a position where she can properly perform her job. This

137
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means not only setting up the training and ensuring the em-

ployee has a decent work space, access to the computer system,

a copy of the code of conduct, and appropriate performance

standards but also addressing any problems that might develop

along the way (e.g., running organizational interference if tech-

nical problems develop, providing the employee with addi-

tional training or guidance if they struggle in a particular area).

The employee is responsible for coming to work, learning

as much as possible, and preparing to become a journeyman

employee. Her job is not to be a passive participant in the train-

ing phase; it is to be an active player. Therefore, if she believes

that she is not receiving proper training or the right tools, she

needs to let management know what the problems are and try

to work together to find an appropriate solution.

The Performance Appraisal System

Now that everyone’s roles are clear, let’s turn our attention to

the performance appraisal system. There are two key compo-

nents: (1) the employee’s performance plan, which consists of

the employee’s performance standards; and (2) then adminis-

tering the system. We’ll cover the second area in the next chap-

ter. Let’s look at each in more detail.

The Employee’s Performance Plan

The employee’s performance plan is part of the government’s

overall performance appraisal system. In order to understand

the system and how the performance plan fits within it, there

are some key definitions that you should be aware of.

Critical element means a work assignment or responsibility
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of such importance that unacceptable performance on the ele-

ment would result in a determination that an employee’s over-

all performance is unacceptable. Such elements shall be used to

measure performance only at the individual level.

Noncritical element means a dimension or aspect of individ-

ual, team, or organizational performance, exclusive of a critical

element, that is used in assigning a summary level. Such ele-

ments may include, but are not limited to, objectives, goals,

program plans, work plans, and other means of expressing ex-

pected performance.

Performance rating means the written, or otherwise re-

corded, appraisal of performance compared to the performance

standard(s) for each critical and noncritical element on which

there has been an opportunity to perform for the minimum

period.

Performance standard means the management-approved ex-

pression of the performance threshold(s), requirement(s), or

expectation(s) that must be met to be appraised at a particular

level of performance. A performance standard may include, but

is not limited to, quality, quantity, timeliness, and manner of

performance.

Progress review means communicating with the employee

about performance compared to the performance standards of

critical and noncritical elements.2

Writing Performance Standards

The key component of the appraisal plan is the performance

standards, since they serve as the basis for measuring the per-

formance of the employees. First and foremost, the standards

need to be aligned with your organizational goals so that every-
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one is concentrating on achieving the same objectives. If these

are not aligned, people will focus on all sorts of things that may

not be in the organization’s best interests. Moreover, you may

even find yourself in the uncomfortable position of having

most, if not all, of your employees far exceeding their standards

even as the organization fails to achieve its goals. This can hap-

pen if your organizational energy is diffused.

To me, a good visual analogy is the Death Star that was

featured in the Star Wars movies.3 The Death Star was a round,

planet-size machine that was capable of destroying another

planet. When the Death Star became operational, all of the en-

ergy forces in the machine came together in one focused laser

beam that produced an enormous amount of focused energy

and ultimately destroyed another planet.

Figure 7-1. Align Your Forces Like the Death Star

That is exactly what you want your performance standards

to do: Ensure that all of your organizational energy is focused

in a laser-like manner to achieve your organization’s perform-

ance goals. When that doesn’t happen, you wind up with a lot

of wasted energy and employees working in an inefficient

manner.
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To provide a real-world example, I recall working with an

organization that was responsible for conducting certain types

of investigations. It was clear to me that senior management

wanted to produce a high-quality product, yet it didn’t measure

the individual quality of its investigators. When managers

started looking at the overall quality of the work being per-

formed on a national basis, they quickly discovered that the

quality of the investigations varied greatly by employee, in part

because the performance standards sent a message that quality

was not important and that employees would not be held ac-

countable for poor quality. As a result, there was an enormous

amount of rework going on. Management learned from this

experience that if it wanted to consistently deliver a quality

product, it needed to measure each employee’s accuracy and

ensure that everyone was focused on the same things.

Performance standards are very hard to write, and supervi-

sors often have a difficult time objectively appraising their sub-

ordinates. What usually happens is that supervisors follow the

path of least resistance and write standards that are so vague

and/or so generic that (1) the employee doesn’t really know

what is expected of him; and (2) there is no real way to hold

the employee accountable for poor performance because the

standards do not specify what the employee is supposed to do

in order to be considered fully successful.

Let’s look at several examples of typical standards that I

have seen and analyze how they play out in the workplace.

Element: Writes reports and management studies on top-
ics assigned

Standard: Reports are accurate and well written and are
generally submitted on a timely basis. Recommendations



 

142 Improving the Performance of Government Employees

contained in the studies are based on sound logic and
supported by the appropriate facts.

Analysis: This type of standard is so vague that it is virtu-
ally impossible to appraise someone against it. As a result,
the supervisor simply uses her judgment to decide how
the employee is doing. Although some supervisors proba-
bly like that since it provides them with in their minds
maximum flexibility, it (1) is unfair to the employee, be-
cause he never really has anything to go by in determining
how he is doing; (2) places the supervisor in an awkward
position if she wants to take action against a poor em-
ployee; and (3) provides no real basis for making distinc-
tions between employees. With this type of standard, little
documentation about employee performance is ever main-
tained and no one, especially the supervisor, looks for-
ward to the end of the appraisal period because everyone
recognizes that each employee’s appraisal will be based
more on gut than on fact.

Element: Processes fiscal transactions

Standard: Processes a reasonable number of transac-
tions per day with acceptable quality. Transactions con-
taining errors are corrected within forty-eight hours.

Analysis: This standard is extremely vague. For example,
what is a reasonable number of transactions per day?
What is acceptable quality? How is it measured? The only
real metric here involves correcting transactions within
forty-eight hours, but how will that be measured, and how
long is the employee expected to take to process fiscal
transactions?

Element: Cooperation and organizational support

Standard: Serves as a team player and assists others
when required. No more than three legitimate complaints



 

Managing Performance and Accountability 143

will be received regarding the way the employee works
with others and supports the organization.

Analysis: To me, as written this standard is very impre-
cise, to a large extent measures conduct, not performance,
and tracks exceptions rather than day-to-day interactions.
Moreover, how does one determine what a legitimate com-
plaint is, since there is no real benchmark?

How does one go about writing solid and actionable per-

formance standards? In my view, you need to write them in a

way that allows you to determine how well each employee is ac-

tually doing his job and be able to make meaningful distinctions

between people (i.e., who is doing an outstanding job, who is

doing a satisfactory job, and who is doing a poor job). A good

way to tell if you are on the right track is to compare your em-

ployees’ appraisals relative to the performance standards and

then see how they match your gut. What I mean is that most

people know who the best and worst performers are in an organi-

zation. That is never a secret. If the standards you put in place

generally result in the people you believe are your best receiving

high ratings and the ones you think are the weakest receiving

relatively low ratings, you are probably at least off to a good start.

Try to write the standards using the SMART principles that

were described in Chapter 5 when I talked about the develop-

ment of organizational metrics. The more your standards are

specific, measurable, and attainable, the more actionable they

will be and the more credibility they will have with the employ-

ees, which is very important.

Think of the overall performance plan and the standards

themselves as part of a mini–balanced scorecard for each em-

ployee; in other words, they should be a system for measuring
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everyone’s overall contribution. To do this, try to incorporate

metrics that, where possible, at least track each employee’s ac-

curacy, output, timeliness, and customer satisfaction.

This, of course, is easier said than done, since you need to

find a way to easily capture this information. I suspect that at

least some of this information is probably in your computer

system (e.g., individual output and/or timeliness may be easily

measurable if each employee is responsible for a specific prod-

uct or output). If not, you can either try to build fields for this

in your system, assign each employee a specific code or number

and capture the work that way, or have each employee record

what he completes in a centralized database that is subject to

supervisory verification.

Employee Output. With respect to employee output, you

should count the number of widgets that each employee com-

pletes (assuming that the job in question can realistically be

measured in this way). However, if the employee completes dif-

ferent types of outputs, you should consider assigning a weight

to each type of work so that every employee’s output is adjusted

by the degree of difficulty of the work (e.g., end product A

might be worth two standard man-hours, two points, two cred-

its, two cases, or some other common measure; end product B

might be worth four standard man-hours or points, and so on).

In this way you can compare ‘‘apples to apples’’; that is, you

can measure the true output of each employee who performs

the same type of work, regardless of the mix of their work.

In setting up a system to measure employee productivity, you

need to determine what outputs will be measured; what their

weights are, if any; what time, if any, will be excluded from the
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measurement period;4 what is the minimum level of productivity

that will be accepted; and how you will capture the data.

This is an extremely important and sensitive measure be-

cause if too much output is expected of the employees, they

will find shortcuts for achieving the standard, and quality will

suffer. Conversely, if too little productivity is expected, the or-

ganization’s overall performance will decline because you will

not be efficiently using your available resources.

Timeliness. Concerning timeliness, you need to know how

long it takes an employee to produce a specific product or de-

liver a particular service. After all, your customers expect you to

serve them as quickly as possible, and timeliness is always an

important measure of your organization’s overall delivery of ser-

vice. That is why you should try to set up your computer system

so that it can track work from the time it is assigned to an em-

ployee until the time it is completed. Be clear as to exactly what

you will be measuring (e.g., from the beginning of a certain

point in the process until the end of another point) and what

the minimum acceptable level of timeliness is. In this way, there

will be no surprises and no secrets, and you will know exactly

how long it is taking each employee to complete their work.

Accuracy. Accuracy can surely be measured as long as you do

a random sample of each employee’s work and retain the re-

view sheets for your records. To do this properly, I recommend

that you identify what will be measured for accuracy, the crite-

ria that will be used, the amount of work to be reviewed, the

frequency of the reviews, the manner in which an employee can

contest a negative quality determination, and the minimum

level of acceptable quality. I would also record this information
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in a database so that it can easily be retrieved and you can iden-

tify any patterns that require correction.

Customer Satisfaction. Very few government organizations

measure individual employee customer satisfaction. To some

extent, that makes sense, because you don’t want to conduct

surveys of the public asking how each government employee is

doing. First of all, the public generally doesn’t know what each

government employee does; second, even if they did, it would

be cost prohibitive to conduct such surveys.

That having been said, you may want to consider conduct-

ing surveys of stakeholders that frequently interact with your

employees. This will provide a good sense of how each em-

ployee is dealing with people from outside the immediate orga-

nization. It will also help drive the right behavior because once

employees know that the way they treat stakeholders will be

evaluated, they will be much more likely to exhibit the right

behavior, or pay the price with a lowered appraisal or adverse

award determination.

The same approach could also be taken for the service that

each employee provides to his internal customers. If an em-

ployee also knows that his internal customers will evaluate the

way he works with them, he will be even more likely to act

appropriately.

I suggest that you use a modified 360-degree review5 of each

employee to measure the way he provides service to his custom-

ers. Such an approach provides a more in-depth and fair review

of each employee’s overall performance, since many more peo-

ple contribute to the evaluation than just the first-line supervi-

sor. To me, this makes much more sense than basing the
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evaluation of the employee’s performance on merely the super-
visor’s judgment and perhaps a few ‘‘valid complaints.’’

Such an approach can be a bit tricky, however, if co-workers
are asked to do the reviews. They may be uncomfortable partic-
ipating in such a review if it can result in the subject of the
review being fired or affect her pay. That is why I do not recom-
mend including co-workers in this process.

Another approach is to make this element noncritical,
meaning the employee cannot be fired for failure to meet the
minimum expected level of performance. This may reduce the
concerns that could arise from these reviews.

Regardless of the way you set up the standard(s) for this
element, make sure that everyone understands the rules, the
expectations, and how frequently such surveys will occur. Note
I recommend that surveys be administered at least twice a year
and be averaged or weighted accordingly in order to give each
employee the opportunity to improve.

The elements I have described are not all-inclusive; you can
certainly add other ones if they make sense for your organiza-
tion. However, I am recommending that, where possible, you
include the four categories I just described because they provide
you with a fair and well-balanced view of each employee’s per-
formance, which is one of the key goals of a performance ap-
praisal system.

In terms of writing the actual standards, let’s take the three
examples I provided earlier and see if we can make them more
meaningful and precise and more consistent with the SMART
principles.

Element: Writes reports and management studies on top-
ics assigned
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Standard: A minimum of 85 percent of reports are submit-
ted by the due date. Reports are accurate at least 85 per-
cent of the time. Any required changes are submitted
within two days 90 percent of the time.

Analysis: This standard is much more accurate and pre-
cise than the earlier one and lets the employee know ex-
actly what is required to meet the minimum level of
acceptable performance. Now you might be thinking to
yourself that this is all well and good, but how will I ever
track all of these reports and be able to accurately recall
what the employee’s performance was in this particular
category? My response is that such a thought indicates
you have a problem in terms of how you are tracking your
employee’s performance. However, don’t feel too bad, be-
cause I believe most supervisors have the same problem.

In order to address that issue, I recommend you de-
sign a simple one-page review sheet (see Figure 7-2.) that
provides the employee with written and timely feedback
on each report submitted, which you can retain in your
employee file and refer to whenever you need to provide
performance feedback (e.g., on the annual appraisal, dur-
ing the mid-year review, or during any other feedback ses-
sion).

Element: Processes fiscal transactions

Standard: Processes at least sixty transactions a day with
an accuracy rate of at least 92 percent. At least 85 percent
of transactions are processed within five days of receipt,
and 95 percent of erroneous transactions are processed
within two business days.

Analysis: This standard is much tighter and clearer than
the original example I provided. Note that the number of
fiscal transactions processed per employee should be rel-
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Figure 7-2. Employee Review Sheet

Employee Name Date

Report Date Assigned

Date Due Date Received Timely Y N

Accuracy of Report

Facts are Correct Y N If not, explain why

Conclusions are well documented Y N If not, explain why

Report is well written Y N If not, explain why

Date report to be resubmitted by Date report received

Report resubmitted within two days? Y N

Other comments

Signature of reviewing official Signature of employee

Date Date

atively easy to track through the computer system. More-
over, for the purpose of this example, I am assuming that
most transactions are relatively similar in complexity, so I
am not assigning a different weight to each type of trans-
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action. Although a few transactions are probably more dif-
ficult than the others, I am also assuming that everyone
has a relatively similar work mix, and that the number of
sixty transactions per day takes that mix into account.

Regarding timeliness, that too should be relatively easy to
track in the computer system by employee, especially if you set
up those parameters beforehand. Concerning accuracy, using a
review sheet like the one in Figure 7-2 (without the references
to timeliness) should suffice to track the quality of each per-
son’s work.

Element: Cooperation and organizational support

Standard: Serves as a team player and assists others
when required. Employee receives a score of at least 75 or
higher on his modified 360-degree review. No more than
three legitimate complaints will be received regarding the
way the employee works with others and supports the or-
ganization (a legitimate complaint is an allegation that the
employee did not appropriately serve the team, another
member of the organization, a customer, or a stakeholder
in a manner that was consistent with the organization’s
core values and one that has been verified as being accu-
rate by a member of management).

Analysis: By incorporating the modified 360-degree re-
view, you have put in place a reliable way to measure how
well the employee has both cooperated with and sup-
ported the organization. Moreover, because it is the sum
total of the observations of a number of people, it is much
more difficult for the employee to allege supervisory bias.
Finally, since you have defined what constitutes a legiti-
mate complaint, everyone knows what the criteria are,
making it much easier to hold the employee accountable.

There are a couple of other approaches you should be aware
that will make your standards even better. First of all, when an
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element contains several performance standards (such as the

examples I gave for writing reports or processing fiscal transac-

tions), it is important to indicate how the employee will be

rated if she meets some but not all of the standards. In other

words, if she meets two out of the three standards (say, timeli-

ness and productivity) but not the third (accuracy), has she met

the element or failed it? You need to be clear about this point.

Are any of the standards more important than the others? Be

clear regarding this as well.

Second, note that I incorporated several key components

(timeliness, productivity, accuracy) into the elements because, in

my example, the employee would have had more than one dis-

tinct task (i.e., writing reports, processing fiscal transactions).

However, if the employee has one primary task (e.g., processing

claims, servicing loans, rehabilitating customers, repairing ma-

chines, making decisions), then you could have one element de-

voted to productivity, one to timeliness, one to accuracy.

The point here is that there is more than one way to do this.

The key is to design your standards in a way that makes sense

for each job, and the best way to do that is to make the stan-

dards as simple, measurable, fair, and accurate as you can.

Third, recognize that every job is not so easy to measure

and that some components of certain jobs may be close to im-

possible to assess. For example, it might be pretty tough to pre-

cisely measure what a research scientist does on an annual

basis. Be aware that there is no governmentwide requirement

that each aspect of every job be measured numerically. Some-

times you have to use a more generic measure. However, where

possible, it is generally better to have standards to which you

can assign numbers.

Another approach that I strongly recommend is to articu-

late at least two levels of performance for each standard: the
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minimally acceptable level and the far-exceeds level. The reason

I advocate this approach is that it lets everyone in advance

know what the rules are, so when it comes time to distribute

rewards people already know how they are doing and whether

or not they will receive an award.

To be fair, some people will disagree with this approach

because they feel it reduces their flexibility, and, to some extent,

that is true. However, I think that is part of the problem and

why I advocate a more rigid approach. In my experience, gov-

ernment supervisors often give awards to the people they like

and not necessarily to the people who are making the most

important contributions. Such an approach tends to under-

mine the employees’ faith in management and its decisions, be-

cause employees learn that you get rewarded on the basis of

whom you know instead of on what you do.

By establishing in advance the criteria required to receive an

award, you set up a methodology whereby people are reliably

rewarded for excellent performance and employees whose per-

formance is merely average or worse will not receive an award.

That having been said, there will still be plenty of room for

flexibility because every employee who far exceeds his standards

doesn’t have to receive the same amount of money. However, I

would ensure that if someone’s performance exceeds the stan-

dard by 50 percent, he should receive more than another per-

son who exceeds it by 25 percent. In addition, management

should retain the right to give out awards for special acts or

contributions. The point here is that employees need to see a

clear relationship between the performance appraisal process

and rewards and recognition. There is more on this subject in

Chapter 9.



 
C H A P T E R 8

Follow-Up on
Accountability:
Administering the
Appraisal System

It is one thing to develop a solid set of performance

standards but quite another to successfully implement it. In my

experience, one of the biggest problems, if not the biggest, with

performance management in government is the lack of follow-

up by supervisors. This often dictates whether the organization

is successful in managing its employees’ performance

Whenever I speak to or work with government organiza-

tions, I constantly hear that this is one area where almost every-

one struggles. Whether that is the result of a lack of knowledge,

limited time, a culture that moves problem employees around,

weak support from upper management, or some other factor,

poor performance must and can be dealt with if the organiza-

153
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tion has the will and the skill. There are specific ways to admin-

ister the appraisal system to improve performance management

in your organization, so let’s talk about how to do just that.

First of all, if you do not have good standards, follow the

advice I provided in Chapter 7 and develop them. Include the

employees and the union, if you have one, in the process, since

transparency will improve the credibility of the standards.

Carefully listen to their comments, criticisms, and suggestions,

since it is better to be aware of these concerns early on and

address them at that time if necessary, rather than have to deal

with them when you are before a third party.

Managing the Individual Employee

Assuming you have provided the employee with the training,

tools, and expectations (discussed in Chapter 6) and have de-

veloped the requisite performance standards, the next and most

important step is to manage each employee’s performance.

Simply put, the key here is communication—tracking how

everyone is doing and then giving employees fair and frequent

feedback.

Unfortunately, many if not most government supervisors

spend relatively little time and energy talking with the employ-

ees about their performance, which often leaves the employees

unsure about how they are doing and gives them the impres-

sion that their boss is not particularly interested in them.

The little time that supervisors and employees spend together

discussing individual performance goes something like this: Dur-

ing April (the midpoint of the appraisal period), the supervisor

has a brief conversation with each employee and tells him that

he is ‘‘doing fine.’’ The supervisor asks no questions and then
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quickly presents the employee with the appraisal form to review,

letting the employee know that she is in a hurry and has to meet

with the next employee. Invariably, the form contains a box that

has been checked by the supervisor indicating that the employee

is performing at the fully successful level; there are no comments

anywhere. She then asks the employee to sign the form, which he

dutifully does. That ends the discussion about the employee’s

performance, and another one does not take place until six

months later, when the appraisal period ends.

At the end of the appraisal period, both the supervisor and

the employee start to become a bit uncomfortable. From the

employee’s perspective, he has received virtually no feedback

throughout the year regarding his performance. He is reasonably

certain that he will not be fired because no one ever seems to get

fired; by the same token, he has no idea whether he will be rated

‘‘outstanding,’’ ‘‘highly successful,’’ or ‘‘fully successful.’’1

From the supervisor’s point of view, she has to rate a large

number of people to whom she has given virtually no feedback

during the year. Moreover, she has to decide how to appraise

employees against performance standards that are very vague.

What usually happens is that she sits down with her supervisor(s)

in a room behind closed doors, and they decide by gut the level

at which each employee will be rated. The criteria are, of course,

questionable, to say the least, and the people whom management

likes the most wind up with the highest ratings, even though

there is no factual basis to support these determinations.

The supervisor leaves this meeting knowing that there is

strength in having upper-level management support her ratings

but also with a knot in her stomach because she now has to

explain the rationale behind each rating to her subordinates. She

then meets with each employee as required and tepidly presents
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them with their ratings. If anyone receives a rating below out-

standing and objects, she simply plays the role of the victim by

implying that upper-level management made her do it and, if she

had her way, she would have rated the employee higher.

From the employee’s perspective, he sees that appraisals are

less a function of what you do relative to the performance stan-

dards and more a function of whom you know and/or how well

you kiss up to management. In most cases, he will not want to

ruffle any feathers by filing a grievance or EEO complaint, but

he will privately sulk, most certainly complain to his co-workers,

and slowly but surely become cynical and at least somewhat

disaffected. Is this any way to run a government?

Fortunately, there is another way of managing employee

performance that will make everyone feel better and, more im-

portant, result in improved performance. The key, as I men-

tioned earlier, is communication, and by this I mean frequent,

honest, and, where necessary, detailed interactions between the

supervisor and the employee. Let’s examine what I mean by

this.

The supervisor should be talking to the employee about his

performance much more frequently than twice a year. Employ-

ees need and deserve that feedback, and it is the right thing to

do. In addition, when you have to do something to the em-

ployee that could be viewed as a negative action (ranging from

a counseling letter, to a performance improvement plan, to giv-

ing the employee ‘‘only’’ a fully satisfactory rating, to not giving

the employee an incentive award),2 it will always be received

better if the employee can see it coming, and the only way he

will see it coming is by having more frequent communication

that emphasizes what he can expect on the basis of his year-to-

date performance.

I recommend that supervisors communicate with their em-
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ployees at least quarterly, although I think that monthly is even

better. The communication doesn’t always have to be a face-to-

face meeting; it can simply be a written note and/or form that

lets them know how they are doing relative to their standards

(both the fully successful and the outstanding levels) and their

peers. In this way, the employees know exactly how they are

doing with respect to both retaining their job and achieving

awards. There are no surprises and no secrets, and as long as the

supervisor then appraises the employees according to the guide-

lines of the standards, every employee will be able to predict what

his appraisal will be and whether he will receive an award. In

other words, the system will become meaningful and credible to

the employees because it will be reliably applied to them. I tried

this exact approach in my last office, and employee satisfaction

with this approach rose by more than twenty points because the

employees saw that this was a system they could believe in.

A good way to communicate on a monthly basis is by giving

employees a simple report card that provides the information I

described two paragraphs ago. Such a card lets them know how

they are doing and gives them the opportunity to raise any con-

cerns they may have about the numbers. Moreover, it provides

the supervisor with the opportunity to give the employee feed-

back (‘‘great job, keep it up’’; ‘‘you’re doing just fine, thanks for

all of the good work’’; ‘‘I think you could do better, especially in

quality, where your error rate is too high’’; ‘‘if you don’t in-

crease your productivity by at least 1.5 widgets per day, I am

going to have to officially give you a counseling letter’’). The

point here is that by issuing monthly report cards, you can give

the employee immediate feedback and positively reinforce ex-

cellent performance or prod the employee to improve his per-

formance when necessary.

This is an example of a monthly employee report card.
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Figure 8-1. Sample Employee Report Card

Employee Report Card
Month Output Accuracy Timely (days) Leave (hours)

Oct 3.8 (82) 88% 14 0
Nov 4.0 (74) 90% 11 8
Dec 4.2 (77) 85% 17 11
Jan 3.9 (68) 100% 9 24
Feb 4.4 (87) 90% 15 0
March 3.9 (74) 92% 21 8

Your Average 4.0 (76) 93% 14.5 8.3
Team Average 3.8 (73) 88% 13 6.1
Successful 3.5 85% 15 N/A
Outstanding 4.0 92% 10 N/A

Note: Under output, I have listed both the average number of widgets completed per day as
well as the total number for the month (in parenthesis), as they give a fuller picture of the
employee’s contribution. I have also listed attendance, even though that is not part of the
employee’s standards, in order to give a sense as to how often the employee was present during
the period and contributing to the team.

As I have stated earlier, some positions are not that easy to

measure, so monthly report cards probably won’t work for

them. Under those circumstances, quarterly conversations or a

brief note letting the employee know how he is doing should

suffice. The point here is that the better you communicate with

your employees about how they are doing, the easier it will be

for you to manage their performance.

Managing the Performance of Your Group

While managing the performance of each employee is ex-

tremely important, from the supervisor’s perspective, managing

the performance of the group is even more important. After all,

the supervisor is evaluated on the basis of the performance of

the group as a whole, not how each employee performs as an



 

Follow-Up on Accountability: Administering the Appraisal System 159

individual. Of course, to a large extent, the performance of the

group is a function of the way the employees perform as indi-

viduals. However, the way they interact and work together as a

team is what it is all about.

So how do you get the employees to work together as a

team? First of all, remember the basic premise behind this

book: If your systems are properly aligned, your employees will

all focus on what is important to the organization, and this will

bring a high degree of synergy. This means ensuring that people

have the right training, tools, and expectations; making certain

that the physical plant promotes a reasonable degree of interac-

tion among the employees; and ensuring that the performance

standards and rewards programs recognize both group and in-

dividual achievement. Second, you need to establish good com-

munication between management and the employees and

between the employees themselves, since that will also contrib-

ute to the group working as a team and not just as a bunch of

individuals. Along these lines, I highly recommend that you

hold a team meeting at least once a week, if not daily. The

purpose of this meeting should be to discuss performance,

share information, and gather everyone’s perspective on the key

issues confronting the team. In essence, the team’s performance

goals are the anchor for the team and what everyone should

focus on.

I firmly believe in posting both individual and group per-

formance on the team’s bulletin board.3 The idea behind this

approach is to share virtually the same information with the

employees that management has so that they feel more con-

nected and more responsible for achieving the goals and objec-

tives of the organization, instead of merely standing idly by and

not getting involved.
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That having been said, posting individual performance in-

formation generally works best when multiple members of the

team have the same positions and performance standards and

their jobs are relatively easy to measure. Under these circum-

stances, providing such information to the employees gives

them a greater sense of context regarding how they are doing;

demonstrates a high degree of transparency; prevents the super-

visors from protecting their favorites and/or going after good

performers that they don’t like; and almost forces the organiza-

tion to reliably treat all of their employees according to the

numbers.

By the same token, such an approach normally prompts a

high degree of internal discussion, as employees want to know

why some people are doing much better than others. They

quickly start to recognize that, to a large extent, overall per-

formance is a function of the sum of its individual parts and

try to pull up the weaker employees. In addition, people at the

bottom of the performance spectrum will realize they can no

longer hide and will make a concerted effort to improve as long

as they are convinced that management is serious about dealing

with poor performance.

Posting individual employee information can be controver-

sial, since at least some people (usually the weakest employees)

may feel that such an approach violates their privacy. In order

to address this concern, I advocate posting the information

anonymously, using a number or symbol, rather than a name,

to identify each employee’s performance. By taking such an ap-

proach, you allow everyone to see how she is doing and how

each of her peers is performing, but she won’t know whom the

symbols represent. Of course, don’t be surprised if the employ-

ees talk to each other and figure some of that information out;
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however, that is between them. If they decide to share such
information, everyone ultimately profits because you will have
greater communication and significant upward peer pressure.

Here is an example of what posting individual performance
within a team might look like:

Figure 8-2. Sample Posting of Individual Employee Performance Information

Individual Employee Performance
Month: January
Employee Output Accuracy Timely (days) Hrs Absent

A 4.3 (90) 86% 11 8
B 4.1 (83) 98% 14 14
C 4.1 (90) 88% 21 0
D 3.8 (72) 83% 17 24
E 3.5 (60) 85% 13 40
F 3.1 (67) 90% 18 3

Average 4.0 (77) 87% 13 15
Successful 3.5 85% 15
Outstanding 4.0 92% 10

Note: Under output, I have listed both the average number of widgets completed per day as
well as the total number for the month (in parenthesis), as they give a fuller picture of the
employee’s contribution. I have also listed attendance, even though that is not part of the
employee’s standards, in order to give the team a sense as to how often each employee was
present during the period and contributing to the team.

As you can see, this type of information provides the team
with powerful information about how everyone is doing and
lets team members identify individual gaps that they can ad-
dress in order to improve the team’s overall performance.

When I was detailed to another organization, I asked a sec-
tion chief to try this concept within his area of jurisdiction. He
agreed and reported back to me just two weeks later that he
was amazed by the reaction. People started asking all sorts of
questions, wanting to know what they could do to increase
their performance, why some people were not pulling their
weight, and so on. He was thrilled by the increased energy and
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focus and how it translated into improved performance within

his team.

Dealing with Poor Performers

I covered this topic extensively in two of my previous books,4

so I am not going to spend as much time on it here. The key

to dealing with poor performance is to communicate with the

employee and address it early and to make a good-faith effort

to help her improve. If that doesn’t work, you move to the

formal stage (the Performance Improvement Plan, or PIP). Be

firm but fair, apply the system as intended, and don’t hope the

problem will go away.

Addressing performance problems head-on is the only way

to go; if you do that, everyone will get the message you are

serious. Moreover, the employees themselves will resolve many

of the performance issues once they realize that if they don’t

pick things up and improve, management will take action.

On the other hand, if you dillydally, people will not treat

you seriously, which will then force you to spend a lot more

of your precious time prodding the poor performers to step it

up—and they won’t. Remember, everyone watches what man-

agement does. If people see that management will not tolerate

poor performance, the vast majority of employees will silently

applaud you. The bottom 10 percent, naturally, will not, but

they will take the message that they had better get cracking or

they may be out of a job.

Firing poor performers is really not that difficult as long as

you follow the process, try to assist the employee, and have

good documentation. The burden of proof (substantial evi-
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dence) is relatively low, and management’s success rate before

third parties is relatively high (80–85%).

If you stay the course and treat everyone the same, you will

do just fine.

A Note About the Supervisors

This book has focused on improving performance by managing

through systems. The basic premise has been that if you have

well-designed systems that are properly aligned and that work

together, they will positively impact on the knowledge and cul-

ture of your organization, helping your employees to deliver

the results that you are looking for.

That having been said, do not underestimate the impor-

tance of your supervisors in making these systems work prop-

erly. After all, in my experience, if you have good supervisors

working with bad systems, they will eventually work together

to try to improve those systems. Conversely, if you have bad

supervisors working with good systems, they will eventually

find ways to undermine the systems by not properly applying

them, treating the employees in a disparate manner, and so on.

That is why the supervisors are so crucial to an organization’s

success and why you need to focus so much of your attention

on developing them and ensuring that they are implementing

the systems as intended.

I recall earlier in my career giving what I thought were ex-

cellent speeches to the troops, only to later find out that some

of the supervisors were telling their employees to disregard my

remarks. In essence, their message was that I would be around

for only a relatively short period of time, so the employees

should listen to the supervisors and ignore me. I realized that
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unless the supervisors were on board with the direction I

wanted to take the organization, they would be a major stum-

bling block in any change effort that I wanted to undertake.

I decided to spend quite a bit of time sharing my vision and

values with the supervisors and bringing in outside experts to

try to develop them. Some of them definitely came around and

became change agents, while others did not and remained

rooted in the past. Eventually, I concluded that I could not go

forward with supervisors I did not trust and who were likely to

be at odds with the direction I wanted to take the organization.

As a result, I had to replace roughly half of the supervisors,5

which was painful but, in retrospect, absolutely the right thing

to do.

The point here is that if your organization is experiencing

performance problems, the odds are that your supervisors are

probably part of the problem. Some of them may simply be

technicians who are in the wrong position; they may lack

knowledge or experience; they may not be willing or capable of

dealing with difficult people; or it may be a function of their

attitude.

For example, I recall one supervisor who had a sign on his

desk that said, ‘‘What part of ‘no’ don’t you understand?’’ Not

exactly a positive message, was it? Another supervisor was a

nice person, but she was also a procrastinator and always had

an excuse as to why she couldn’t meet her goals. A third super-

visor was strong and tough, but she treated the employees so

harshly that no one wanted to work for her out of fear of incur-

ring her wrath. Regardless of the reason, if your supervisors are

contributing to your performance problems, you need to ad-

dress this issue pronto.

My advice is to confront each of the supervisors you deem
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to be a problem and be honest and straightforward with her.

Let the supervisor know you consider her to be a problem, tell

her why, and explain to her what she needs to do to improve.

Make a good-faith effort to help her, and give her a reasonable

amount of time to show she can meet your needs. If that

doesn’t work, deal with her as you would with any unsuccessful

employee, and find someone else who can do the job.

Remember that your people system is one of your most im-

portant management systems because it impacts upon the folks

who do the actual work of the organization—your employees.

Since this system is so critical to your operation, it must be

administered by competent and well-trained supervisors who

have good attitudes and are willing to deal with difficult situa-

tions. In other words, if you are unhappy with them, either you

change your supervisors, or you change your supervisors.

Holding employees accountable is one of the most important

jobs of a supervisor. If you do this well, you will honor and

recognize outstanding performance; let the successful people

know that they are performing in an acceptable manner but

also show them what they need to do to take things up a notch;

and assist poor performers to improve. If all else fails, you will

take appropriate action. If you develop these skills you will

quickly see a noticeable improvement in your organization’s

performance. This will happen because the employees will fi-

nally believe that you are serious about performance manage-

ment and that unacceptable performance is exactly that:

unacceptable.
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C H A P T E R 9

The Rewards and
Recognition and
Renewal Systems

The rewards system is the pay and benefits struc-

ture but also includes incentives, celebrations, and informal re-

wards and recognitions. Given the fact that the government’s

pay and benefits structures are usually set by law, I am going

to focus almost exclusively on the incentives, celebrations, and

informal rewards and recognition components. First and fore-

most, you need to think about rewards and recognition as a

system that reinforces excellent performance and behavior. It

should not be used to reward people for merely doing their job

and meeting the minimum standards of performance. Unfortu-

nately, I’ve seen this happen far too often in government, when

virtually every employee both receives and continues to expect

to receive an award. Once that happens, the rewards program

becomes watered down to the point where bonuses become
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meaningless, since employees expect to be rewarded automati-

cally every year, regardless of what they have contributed to the

organization. In essence, the bonuses simply become an exten-

sion of the employees’ salaries, and they do not motivate em-

ployees to do better because they expect to be rewarded for

simply doing their jobs.

Once this happens, the rewards program actually becomes

a de-motivator, because the better employees see that they are

receiving virtually the same amount of bonus money as the

slackers and the malcontents. They begin to wonder why they

should be killing themselves for the organization if they are

going to be treated the same way as people who are just going

through the motions or, even worse, pulling the organization

down. Eventually, some of the top performers will look else-

where for a job as they conclude that the organization is not

serious about performance and they want to be associated with

a winner. By the same token, other employees will begin to slow

down, deciding that it is not worth striving to exceed their goals

if they are going to receive the same bonus for simply perform-

ing at the acceptable level.

Under the very real scenario that I just described, the big-

gest loser is the organization, because its rewards program has

driven out some of its best people and caused some of its better

performers to slow down and underperform. Meanwhile, the

middle 60 percent, 70 percent, or even 80 percent of the em-

ployees (i.e., the ones who don’t rock the boat, perform accept-

ably, and watch what happens) begin to recognize that the

rewards program is relatively meaningless and act accordingly.

Conversely, the winners are the weakest employees, because

they are left alone through benign neglect; yet they still receive

bonuses and are allowed to continue to be the nattering nabobs

of negativity they have always been.
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Obviously, under this scenario, the rewards program is not

working and for all intents and purposes has become a disincen-

tive awards program. That, in a nutshell, is the problem with

most government rewards and recognition programs. They

simply don’t do what they set out to do. As a result, what

should be a positive program ultimately becomes a negative one

and fosters frustration, cynicism, and sometimes downright

anger and often results in a series of grievances and EEO com-

plaints. I’m sure that many government managers would be

happier if the program simply went away.

So why aren’t most government rewards and recognition

systems effective? First of all, the government usually does not

set aside a lot of money in its awards pool, and a few hundred

dollars in bonus money is not likely to get many people’s atten-

tion. If the government were to pay thousands and thousands

of dollars to its employees in bonuses (although it often does

that for its senior executives), that might provide greater incen-

tive to the employees, but it would also bring even more scru-

tiny and second-guessing from both the media and the public,

so I don’t think that is going to happen anytime soon, especially

with the deficit climbing at an alarming pace.

Putting aside the amount of the awards pool, the govern-

ment’s rewards and recognition systems usually don’t work well

for two basic reasons: (1) they are not properly designed and

aligned; and (2) they are not fairly and consistently imple-

mented. Let’s look at both issues more closely.

Design and Alignment

As I have emphasized throughout this book, an organization’s

management systems must be properly aligned in order to

focus the organization’s energy on its goals and objectives.



 

170 Improving the Performance of Government Employees

Given the fact that the rewards and recognition system can have

a powerful positive or negative impact on the organization’s

performance, it is essential that the rewards system be properly

aligned with the organization’s goals and objectives and its

other management systems.

Let me give you a few examples that I hope will reinforce

this key point. Let’s assume that your organization is commit-

ted to top-notch performance, including high quality. If you

then reward people and/or teams that have high output but low

quality, you will be sending a mixed message. After all, on one

hand you will be preaching that quality is job one, while on the

other hand you will be sending a message that output is what

really matters and quality isn’t that important. Such an ap-

proach will breed both cynicism and confusion, as people will

conclude that the organization doesn’t mean what it says and

doesn’t care about quality.

That exact scenario occurred in an organization I worked for.

Our headquarters started hammering its field offices to improve

productivity, but every now and then it would also murmur that

quality was equally important. Everyone was skeptical about the

importance of quality given the constant push to improve pro-

ductivity and the infrequent after-the-fact references to quality.

The general sense was that if the organization put its money

where its mouth was and rewarded high quality in the same way

it rewarded increased productivity, it would demonstrate that the

organization was at least somewhat serious about producing a

quality product. Lo and behold, at the end of the year, the field

office that received the highest group award for performance

(more than $400,000) had the second lowest quality in the na-

tion! People were flabbergasted by this and quickly concluded

that the organization’s leadership was not serious about quality.
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Once the leadership team became aware of the national re-

action to its payout, it vowed to learn from its mistake and to

realign its rewards decisions, which to its credit it did. However,

the damage to its credibility was already done, and it never fully

regained the trust of the field.

On another occasion, I recall working for an organization

that claimed it was dedicated to working as a team. It brought

in consultants to teach employees how to work together and

placed a premium on group performance. However, the re-

wards system wound up being at odds with this objective, and

this hampered performance.

The organization gave out only individual bonuses. As a

result, the employees concluded that management was not

really serious about teamwork, so most of them focused on per-

forming their individual jobs and did not make much of an

effort to assist their fellow employees; after all, for every minute

they helped someone else, they were weakening their chances

of getting an individual award.

In essence, the way that the rewards system was imple-

mented wound up reducing teamwork, not supporting it; that

is exactly why each and every design choice is so crucial.

The Elements of a Well-Designed System

By now, I hope you understand that your system must have a

clear line of sight from the organization’s goals to the program

or field office level, on to the team level, and finally down to

the individual. Such clarity ensures that everyone is focusing on

accomplishing the same thing. This is the first element of a

well-designed system.

Second, as stated earlier, your rewards system should work
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together with your other systems and send the same message(s)

to the employees.

The third component is that, for the most part, your awards

criteria should be announced in advance so that everyone

knows what she must do to receive a performance award (e.g.,

to achieve a bonus of $500, you must have a highly successful

rating; to receive $1,000 you must have an outstanding rating;

to achieve a far-exceeds rating in output, you must average ten

widgets a day; to receive a far-exceeds rating in quality, your

error rate must be no higher than 5 percent). In this way, every-

one will know what the rules are and will be much more likely

to strive for the level of performance that the organization is

seeking.

Along these lines, you might consider breaking your re-

wards criteria into chunks, such as quarterly intervals. I have

found that annual rewards goals are often meaningless to em-

ployees at the beginning of the rating period and that they don’t

begin to focus on them until the fourth quarter. To address this

effect and to get them into the game from the get-go, I believe

in establishing and announcing quarterly goals. In this way, for

every goal they hit each quarter, they earn certificates, shares,

or money that is paid out at the end of the quarter or fiscal year

as appropriate. It simply makes the goals more immediate to

everyone and keeps them focused.

The other approach is to make all of the decisions at the

end of the appraisal period on the basis of a look back. I think

you know how I feel about that.

I mentioned that most, but not all, of the award criteria

should be announced in advance because you need to leave

some flexibility to reward employees for special acts, such as

one-time contributions over and above the call of duty that
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are worthy of recognition. These types of contributions are less

predictable but are still important to the organization, so you

need to set the right tone and reward unique contributions.

The fourth part of the plan should be to reward both group

and individual contributions. As stated earlier, if you reward

only individual contributions, people will be less likely to work

together as they will want to focus on their individual perform-

ance. Conversely, if you reward only group achievement, em-

ployees may be less likely to strive to do their utmost as their

focus will be on the group.

Remember, the group’s performance is a function of both

people working together and the sum of its individual parts.

Also, you need to recognize that if you are going to have group

rewards, you should announce in advance what the group has

to do to receive awards, in the exact same way that you do for

individual awards.

The fifth area of the plan is to establish a minimum level of

conduct and performance that is expected of employees in

order to qualify for most awards. After all, I would not want to

give an award to someone who has been absent from work for

most of the year, nor would I want to reward someone whose

behavior has been unacceptable. On the other hand, while I

believe that poor attendance should generally disqualify some-

one from receiving an annual group or individual award, it

should not prevent people from receiving a one-time award for

a special act if it is worthy of recognition.

Note that this last recommendation is unlikely to be sup-

ported by some unions, since in my experience many of them

believe that performance and conduct are two separate issues.

However, when it comes to awards, I think they are inextricably

linked. After all, if someone’s average performance is excellent,
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but the person is rarely at work or behaves inappropriately in

other ways, I see no reason why that person should be re-

warded. Furthermore, if the group achieves its goals but one of

its members is on a performance improvement plan, it seems

clear to me that this individual did not make a large enough

contribution to the group to justify receiving an award.

The sixth part of the plan should be to include both non-

monetary and monetary awards. While money is clearly impor-

tant, employees also crave recognition from their supervisors in

the form of a ‘‘well done’’ note or a simple thank-you. Through-

out my career, I constantly heard very good people complain

that their supervisors didn’t appreciate what they did for their

organizations and that they didn’t even acknowledge their con-

tributions. Such treatment of employees rarely goes unnoticed,

and it goes a long way toward fostering the perception that

management does not care about them.

Now let me be clear about this; I am not advocating that

supervisors thank employees for the sake of saying ‘‘thank

you.’’ That would water down the organization’s drive for ex-

cellent performance and would send a mixed message to the

employees. What I am saying is that supervisors should thank

employees for their good work whenever that is appropriate. It

lets employees know that we appreciate their efforts; it rein-

forces the right performance and behavior and doesn’t cost

anything. You might even say that thanking employees for the

right reasons is one of the best investments that a supervisor

can make.

Other forms of nonmonetary awards may include time off

from work, recognition cards that acknowledge when an em-

ployee’s actions embody one of the organization’s core values,

a parking space set aside for the employee of the month or



 

The Rewards and Recognition and Renewal Systems 175

quarter, an employee wall of fame showing the pictures of the

top performers and telling their stories, a lottery card acknowl-

edging a specific accomplishment,1 or a bulletin board post

with a picture of an employee and the customer she served and

a description of how she helped that individual.

Celebrate Victories

I used to hold an annual employee breakfast for my employees.

During this event, we showcased a variety of success stories and

made sure that everyone was aware of the accomplishments of

both the organization and its employees. I wanted the employ-

ees to know what we valued and why and to encourage as many

people as possible to try to exceed our expectations. One year,

I even showed a video that featured some of our employees

highlighting what we had accomplished and letting people

know where we were going. Years later, after we had achieved

many of our objectives, I showed this video again so that our

employees could see how much we had achieved and they could

place their progress in its proper perspective.

Another form of celebration I learned to embrace was visits

from other organizations. Once our office started receiving the

attention of the outside world,2 I started to use these visits as

an opportunity to both celebrate and reinforce the outstanding

performance, innovation, and creativity I was seeking to foster

in our organization. Accordingly, whenever I gave visitors a

tour of our office, I always took them to the desks of the em-

ployees who had made outstanding and/or unusual contribu-

tions and gave them the opportunity to speak and, ultimately,

shine. After a while, other employees wanted to know what they

had to do to be included on the tour. They were told that all
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they had to do was make an outstanding contribution like the

other employees who were already featured on the tour. In this

way, we were both celebrating success and encouraging other

employees to also stand out.

Implementation

If you give me the choice between good systems and bad super-

visors or bad systems and good supervisors, I will always choose

the latter. This is because bad supervisors will eventually screw

up good systems, while good supervisors will quickly recognize

they have bad systems and will improve them; it’s as simple as

that.

Of course, the best-case scenario is to have good systems

that are administered by good supervisors. When that happens,

the rewards system takes on a degree of credibility that truly

drives the organization’s performance. Where appropriate and

practicable, the supervisors work with the employees to estab-

lish the expectations early on in the appraisal year and notify

them of the final goals and objectives; they provide the employ-

ees with periodic feedback on how they are doing relative to

both the fully successful level and the level they need to achieve

to receive awards; and they listen to employees when problems

develop and try and make adjustments accordingly. In a sense,

they work hand in hand to ensure a ‘‘win-win’’ situation for

everybody. After all, if both the group and the individual em-

ployee achieve their goals, then the group and the employee

should be rewarded, and the supervisor will obviously profit as

well. It seems so simple, yet far too often things don’t seem to
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work that way. Let’s look at some of the reasons why that may

happen and discuss strategies to address them.

Perhaps the surest way to frustrate everyone is to start the

year with unrealistic goals that everyone knows are unattain-

able. When that happens, people tend to ignore the goals be-

cause they feel they are out of reach and not worth worrying

about. The first reaction is that management is out of touch

with reality and doesn’t understand what the employees are

dealing with. While that may indeed be the case, in my experi-

ence unrealistic goals are often driven by forces well above the

local level, such as pressure from outside groups such as OMB,

Congress, or stakeholders.

When that happens, you are unlikely to be able to change

the goals. The one thing you can do is be honest and up front

with your employees. Let them know where the goals came

from and why and emphasize that you understand and share

their frustration. Try to focus on improving a little each day,

rather than worrying about how you will ever reach such unre-

alistic goals by the end of the performance cycle. Although you

may not be able to achieve all of them, by letting the employees

know that you are in this together, that you share their pain,

and that you want to strive for incremental progress, you will

keep them focused and may be able to mitigate some of their

frustration over the unrealistic goals.

Another situation that often develops and frustrates em-

ployees to no end is the case in which a problem is discovered

that prevents the employees from achieving their goals and

management chooses to ignore it. When this happens, the em-

ployees take several messages: (1) management doesn’t really

care whether they achieve their goals or not; (2) management
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is not interested in listening to the employees and hearing their

concerns; and (3) management is not willing to take the extra

step to help the employees succeed. As you can imagine, if em-

ployees feel that way, it does not bode well for the organization.

For example, I recall a situation where an organization im-

posed a very tough productivity standard on its employees. The

fully successful level was so challenging that most people gave

up striving for the far-exceeds level. In fact, they became so

worried about keeping their jobs that very few even thought

about receiving awards.

The employees constantly complained about this to man-

agement and correctly pointed out that it was having an adverse

impact on the organization’s overall quality, but management

held firm. Quality continued to plummet, and management

finally relented and reduced its output expectations, but the

damage had already been done, as the employees felt manage-

ment cared only about themselves and not about the em-

ployees.

Perhaps the classic case of a poorly implemented govern-

ment rewards and recognition system is the one in which there

is no rhyme or reason why certain employees receive an award

while others do not. In other words, there are no reliable conse-

quences for outstanding performance. In my experience, this is

what happens throughout most government organizations, and

it drives both the employees and the union crazy, and some-

times the supervisors as well.

This occurs because the supervisors, generally out of good

intentions, try to reward the people they think are most deserv-

ing. However, if there are no published criteria notifying people

what they need to do to receive an award, little measurable data

as to how people are doing relative to the organization’s expec-
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tations, and little feedback to people about how they are doing,

all you wind up with are highly subjective rewards determina-

tions, and everyone knows that.

To complicate matters even further, supervisors are human

and tend to have their favorites. They may spend a dispropor-

tionate amount of their time with some employees and even go

to lunch with subordinates they feel comfortable with. As you

might expect, a large percentage of the awards often goes to

these folks. All this does, of course, is foster the perception that

rewards are based more on personal relationships than on ac-

tual contributions to the organization, and before you know it

you have a system that no one is happy with.

To throw one more monkey wrench into the mix, as we all

know, supervisors always seem to face unusual situations, and

special projects frequently come up for one reason or another.

These may involve a sudden workload crisis, an issue that has

caught the attention of the media, training a group of new em-

ployees, or something else. In most cases, the supervisors turn

to the top 10 percent of their employees to handle these con-

cerns and then look to recognize these employees for their ac-

complishments.

On one hand, this makes perfect sense, as most people

would go to their strengths when the chips are down and then

look to recognize those individuals for a job well done. On the

other hand, by constantly giving these assignments to the top

10 percent, supervisors tend to create an ‘‘us versus them’’

mentality, giving the remaining employees the impression that

only the cream of the crop will get the opportunity to earn

rewards for special acts. It’s a tricky situation for management

because it wants to get the job done yet shouldn’t want to create

a caste system, either.
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My advice is to assign only the most difficult and pressing

situations to the top 10 percent and to give the other challenges

and projects to the next one or two levels of your employees.

In this way, the highest priorities will still be accomplished, but

you will also begin to pull other people up into the elite group

of employees and create a stronger base that you can turn to.

Moreover, you will start to dilute the ‘‘us versus them’’ percep-

tion and provide more people with the opportunity to compete

for awards. This, in turn, will help promote the sense that any-

one who performs well may get the chance to work outside her

normal position description and potentially receive an award.

Renewal

The renewal system is the way that organizations encourage and

formalize continuous learning. For example, what structures or

processes are in place for gathering together to learn or for

sharing best practices? In my experience, government organiza-

tions tend to do pretty well in this arena, since they try to share

best practices in a variety of different ways. For example, many,

if not most, organizations hold both periodic team meetings

and frequent conference calls with their area offices and/or

headquarters during which they try and keep everyone in the

loop, highlight successes, and promote new ways of doing busi-

ness. Some even conduct monthly video conferences and/or

webinars that allow for a greater degree of visibility and enable

presenters to show slides or even videos. A large number of

organizations also hold yearly conferences that allow people

from all over the county, state, or country to meet face-to-face

both as a group and/or one-on-one. All of these relatively for-
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mal approaches to learning are important and usually happen

in government.

Another important way to promote learning is to look out-

side the organization for new ideas and new approaches. In

my experience, sometimes the government does this well; other

times it does not. This technique requires bringing in outside

people who have new ideas, new approaches, and new perspec-

tives and who are willing to challenge the mindset and ‘‘group-

think’’ that may have evolved within a particular organization.

For example, I was recently asked to work with a govern-

ment organization that had a change of leadership. The career

civil servants there were highly skeptical of me because they

figured I would be the type of consultant who would swoop in,

throw out a large number of radical ideas that were not

grounded in reality, and then leave them to figure out how to

implement my recommendations. Fortunately, they were will-

ing to cut me a little more slack than most consultants because

I at least had worked in the government for more than 30 years

and knew their world.

Once I got there, I quickly provided them with a series of

down-to-earth solutions for some of their most pressing HRM

problems. This instantly gave me credibility with the senior

leadership team, which in turn made employees even more

open to my other ideas on such diverse areas as visual manage-

ment, performance metrics, organizational structure, and the

way leadership teams communicate with their employees, cus-

tomers, and stakeholders. The point here is that once they be-

came open to outside input and saw its potential benefits, they

began to clamor for even more from me and other experts in

their fields (e.g., experts in customer service, executive coach-

ing, and employee surveys).
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I’m always skeptical of organizations that never want to

bring in outsiders. Invariably, the mindset is, ‘‘Why would we

want to bring in someone who doesn’t understand our organi-

zation, its history and its culture? After all, we have all the re-

sources we need to solve our own problems.’’ To me, this type

of thinking is an indication that the organization has become

too inbred and is becoming less and less open to new ideas.

When this happens, it means that the organization is starting

to develop blinders and is likely to miss out on vital opportuni-

ties to renew itself.

I remember early in my career when our headquarters

wanted to detail me to another office so that I could learn from

the experiences of people at that location. Our local manage-

ment saw no reason to do this, so I didn’t get to visit that office

for months. When I finally got there, I quickly realized that it

had much to offer, and I soaked up every bit of wisdom I could.

For the rest of my career, I remained attached to that organiza-

tion, recognizing that it was always there to both teach and

support me.

The same type of mindset can also develop if the organiza-

tion always promotes from within. Although promoting from

within is very important, as it enables the organization to bring

along its future stars and reward people who have devoted their

time and energy to the organization, organizations also need to

periodically bring in new blood, not just at the entry level but

at higher levels. They need to do this for the same reason they

should periodically bring in consultants or outside observers:

to ensure that they are getting fresh ideas and new perspectives

and to have at least some people question why things are being

done the way they have always been done. Without a periodic

stream of newcomers, organizations tend to stagnate.
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An alternative to bringing outsiders into the organization is

to go out and visit other organizations. I have found this to be

an excellent way to learn what is going on in the world, meet

new people, and watch different organizations in action. It’s

amazing what you can pick up by visiting a new organization.

You will see another physical plant, a different workforce, and

perhaps a unique way of doing things, and you will be able to

converse with people who are probably coping with many of

the same problems you are. I suspect you will find such a visit

to be invigorating because you will probably pick up a few new

things and will also take comfort in knowing that other people

are trying to deal with the same challenges you are facing.

Another superb way to promote learning is to have a series

of key employees attend one or more of the wide range of con-

ferences that the government, its stakeholders, and the private

sector offer each year. By this I mean conferences beyond those

offered by the organization’s headquarters or its area offices

that relate either directly or indirectly to the mission of the

organization. Such conferences include but are certainly not

limited to the Excellence in Government Conference sponsored

by Government Executive magazine, the American Society for

Training and Development Conference; the Society for Human

Resources Management Conference; the Federal Manager’s As-

sociation Conference; the Federally Employed Women’s Con-

ference; the Blacks in Government Conference; the Open

Government and Innovations Conference; the Annual Govern-

ment Financial Management Conference; and similar meetings.

Organizations that send their people to these types of con-

ferences will find that employees often bring back new ideas

and different approaches, get a sense of what is coming down

the road so they can get ahead of the curve, and get to mingle
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with and meet employees from other organizations. Building

new relationships is crucial because it strengthens the attendees’

networks and provides them with additional resources they can

turn to when looking for new approaches or just someone they

can bounce ideas off of.

For example, one of my former employees attended a con-

ference and met a number of people he had previously heard

of but had never met. For the first time, he was able to associate

a face with the name. He built relationships with many of these

individuals, which enabled him to call them whenever he

needed help or needed to know where to turn for information.

Unfortunately, some organizations do not like to send their

employees to conferences because of the cost factor and/or be-

cause they do not like having them away from the job site for

too long. These are always considerations, but I encourage

every organization to invest in its employees by at least occa-

sionally sending them to outside conferences. If they don’t, in

the long run they will find they are being penny-wise and

pound-foolish.

An easy and low-cost way of promoting learning is to have

your employees read books and articles. While this requires an

investment of both time and energy on the part of the employ-

ees and some bulk purchases by management, it ensures that

the employees periodically take a step back and think and chal-

lenges them to consider some of their deeply held beliefs, per-

haps growing in the process. A good way to reinforce this

approach is to have brown-bag lunches where people who have

read the books get together and discuss the contents. This pro-

vides the employees with an excellent forum for debating new

ideas and finding ways to implement those that pass muster.

I recommend that the books and articles your employees
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read cover a wide range of topics and not be limited to just

business books and books about the government. There is

enormous value in learning about many topics, including the

arts, the sciences, spirituality, and self-help.

Another great source of information is biographies. I have

learned an enormous amount by studying the lives of successful

people. Reading about John Adams, Abraham Lincoln, Ulysses

S. Grant, Harry Truman, Albert Einstein, Martin Luther King,

Rembrandt, Steven Spielberg, and many, many others has

taught me the value of believing in yourself and the importance

of hard work, the need for continuous learning, and, most of

all, the importance of persistence in the face of adversity. All of

these lessons can and should be applied to government (and

private sector) organizations and will help them continue to

grow and evolve successfully.

A good way to track your organization’s development and

determine when you have a particular need for renewal is to

conduct one or more internal surveys of your organization.

These may include an annual employee satisfaction survey, an

employee engagement survey, or a climate survey. If you do

one or more of these surveys on an annual basis, they will pro-

vide you with a baseline estimate of how the employees and the

organization are doing and where there are opportunities for

improvement.

For example, I recall one year when our survey showed our

employees were not as well connected to our customers as we

would have liked, so we spent a lot of time trying to sensitize

them to our clients’ needs. We brought in customers to talk

about their personal experiences and their interactions with our

organization, and it made a big impact on our folks and ulti-

mately made our organization better. The point here is that
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these surveys provide you with critical data that should be part

of your renewal process.

Innovation and Creativity

Another way to ensure that your organization renews itself is

to promote innovation and creativity. That sounds simple

enough, but it is a lot more complicated than you might think.

For example, large government bureaucracies are full of people

who tend to be very protective of their turf. That is because

there is only so far you can go in government and only so much

money you can make, so turf becomes very precious to people.

Therefore, when innovative changes are proposed that affect

people’s turf or the existing power structure, many employees

push back either actively or passively in order to maintain the

status quo. As multiple pushbacks occur and people give all

sorts of reasons why change should not happen, many promis-

ing innovations die of benign neglect.

Another reason that innovation and creativity in govern-

ment are often stifled is that governments usually have multiple

field offices. In this situation, you want to preserve a reasonable

degree of uniformity and consistency, because you want each

office to deliver the same product and/or service with roughly

the same degree of quality, timeliness, output, and customer

satisfaction. Accordingly, you cannot allow each office to do its

own thing; if you do, you are likely to have wide variances in

performance. That is why larger organizations have all sorts of

internal guides and manuals—to ensure that everyone takes the

same basic approach, which, one hopes, has been time-tested

and determined to be the most effective and efficient way of

performing the work. When there is a lot of disparity between
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offices, the saying goes something like this: ‘‘When you have

seen one office, you have seen one office.’’

On the other hand, if everyone is doing things the exact

same way, over time, the mindset becomes ‘‘that is the way we

have always done things,’’ and people stop looking for new

ways to get the job done. When that happens, the organization

tends to become stagnant and does not take advantage of new

ideas, technologies, methods, and approaches. Before you know

it, the innovative people become frustrated, stop making sug-

gestions, and ultimately leave. Eventually, the organization

starts to slowly but surely lose ground to other more innovative

organizations, and it develops a reputation of one that is living

in the past.

To me, the best way to manage the contradictory goals of

innovation and creativity and uniformity and consistency is to

strike a balance between the two. On the creativity side, make

sure that the organization has people in power who are open to

new ideas. Periodically rotate people through committees that

review projects, proposals, new ideas, and concepts in order to

gain fresh perspectives. Establish an innovation fund and/or an

innovation laboratory that allows people to try new things in a

protective and supportive environment.

Walk around and talk to your employees every day, and

hear them out. This will encourage them to share their ideas

with you in an informal manner. Have a real open-door policy

that allows your folks to speak with you in private and to share

their ideas, concerns, and proposed solutions. Extensively cele-

brate creative ideas that have worked, and publically encourage

others to submit innovative approaches. Creativity has a mo-

mentum of its own; when encouraged, it will flow. When dis-

couraged, it will quickly choke and, ultimately, suffocate.
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Promote uniformity and consistency by using the systems

we have discussed throughout this book. Develop a mission, a

vision, and guiding principles statement that let everyone know

what the organization is all about and where it is going. Estab-

lish goals and objectives, and share them with everyone so that

people know where the organization is going and what it is

trying to accomplish. Develop internal manuals and standard

operating procedures that explain the organization’s policies

and procedures. Write organizationwide position descriptions

and performance standards that advise everyone what he is sup-

posed to do and how he is supposed to do it.

Each field organization then operates within this framework

to ensure there is a common approach toward both doing the

work and achieving the goals. Meanwhile, your headquarters/

area offices act as checks and balances to ensure that everyone

understands that all offices have the same marching orders, are

doing business in the same way, and are accomplishing the

same things.

By the same token, they should look to find out who has

new and exciting ideas, seed these ideas when they have poten-

tial, and then share these best practices once they are successful.

The key again is to strike a balance between both approaches:

to encourage innovation and creativity while also striving for a

reasonable degree of uniformity and consistency.



 
C H A P T E R 10

Examples of
Improving
Performance

It is one thing to understand the principles con-
tained in this book and quite another to successfully apply
them. As a result, I am including four examples where I was
personally involved in turning around the performance of a
government organization.

In the first example, I was a key adviser to a director who
was hired to dramatically improve the performance of a claims
processing activity. In the second and third examples, I was the
director who worked closely with the appropriate division
chiefs and their staffs to change the mindset, the systems, the
way they managed their operation, and, ultimately, their per-
formance. In the last example, I was on the outside looking
in; I was a consultant to a government HRM service that was
struggling, and, together, we were able to right the ship and get
it moving forward.
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As you read these examples, note the following. First, every

organization, while facing challenges similar to those faced by

the other organizations, was in fact somewhat different from

the others I discuss. To me, it brings to mind the opening sen-

tence from Anna Karenina, by Leo Tolstoy: ‘‘All happy families

are alike; each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.’’ The

trick was to identify the systemic problems that were driving

the poor performance and then find and implement solutions

that would help them in both the short and the long term.

Second, change required a shift in the organization’s

thought processes. In all cases, there was at the outset a palpable

mindset that the organization was virtually unmanageable, and

this type of thinking seemed to permeate the organization.

Third, change meant that management was prepared to do

what it had to do as long as it was doing the right thing (even if

it was a bit unorthodox) for the right reasons.

Fourth, it always came down to leadership; the leadership

team had to show the way and let people know it was willing to

take risks and deal with difficult issues if necessary. Moreover,

it had to make it crystal clear to everyone involved that it sim-

ply would not accept poor performance.

Let’s look at the four examples.

A Claims Processing Activity

This was largest division of an office that was responsible for

several business lines. The division itself had approximately 200

employees and was required to process and adjudicate thou-

sands of claims for a variety of different benefits. The division

had historically been plagued with a number of problems, in-

cluding poor performance (especially timeliness of adjudicating
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claims), limited if any accountability, supervisors who fre-

quently did not understand some of the most important techni-

cal components of the work they supervised, poor internal

controls, difficult EEO issues, and probably the worst labor re-

lations situation in the entire nation.

More important, the mindset of both the senior leadership

team and division management was that their problems were

so complex and unique that no one outside the station could

appreciate what they were dealing with. In essence, they felt

that if their headquarters would acknowledge how difficult

their challenges were and simply leave them alone to try to

cope, things would somehow be okay. In retrospect, this was

a classic case of an organization looking to blame someone

else for its problems and sticking its head in the sand and

hoping its problems would go away, which of course they

didn’t.

Eventually, our headquarters encouraged the leader to re-

tire, which he did, and a new director was appointed who re-

fused to accept the excuses of the past. He made it clear to

everyone that this was a new era and that there was no reason

why our office could not successfully compete with every other

one. The person in charge of our claims processing division

realized that he was no longer a good fit, so he retired shortly

after the arrival of our new director.

Meanwhile, the new director embarked on a series of initia-

tives intended to make our organization more flexible and bet-

ter able to respond to workload fluctuations, but they were not

particularly well received by some of the troops. For example,

he started detailing people from other divisions to our claims

processing division in order to reduce some of the pressing

backlogs. The other divisions objected, but he didn’t buy it and
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pointed out that we were all in this together and they should

stop focusing exclusively on their own silos.

He noted that many of our section chiefs had no experience

in rating claims, even though this was one of the most impor-

tant components of claims processing. He therefore set up a

rotation schedule according to which these supervisors were de-

tailed to our rating board so that they could become familiar

with the technical components of the job.

Many of the supervisors were outraged by this, feeling that

they were going to be exiled to the board and never return to

supervision. It was clearly an emotional reaction on their part,

driven by their concern that the new director wanted to clean

house. However, he gave them the chance to state their case,

stood his ground, and then assured them that this was not his

intention, and they grudgingly complied. Eventually, they saw

the wisdom of this approach as they learned a great deal more

about the technical side of the operation and became better

supervisors as a result.

The new director was also troubled by the fact that our en-

tire rating board, which had about sixteen people at the time,

was all white. He felt, as the station EEO Officer,1 that it was

his responsibility to integrate the board and make it more re-

flective of our local community. By the same token, he was

aware that the internal pool of candidates from which future

rating specialists would be chosen was also white. He therefore

decided to expand the area of consideration in our vacancy an-

nouncements and also consider outside applicants. His ratio-

nale was that we would be more likely to reach minority

candidates this way while still considering our own employees.

This caused a minor rebellion by some of the white employ-

ees, who accused the director of reverse discrimination. In re-
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sponse, the director met with the unhappy employees and

patiently listened to their concerns. He then replied that it was

hardly reverse discrimination to add one minority employee

to a group that had historically been all white. Moreover, he

emphasized that it was his legal responsibility to ensure that

there was equal opportunity for all and that he had no intention

of backing off. Most of the people in the room quickly recog-

nized he was right and dropped the issue. The leader of the

‘‘cause’’ did not accept his explanation and continued to press

the matter, but it was clear to everyone else she had lost the

argument, and she became further and further isolated after

that.

To complicate matters even further, our office had what was

widely recognized to be the worst labor relations climate in the

nation. We were at war with our local union.

There were days when we received more than a dozen com-

plaints and years where we received more than a hundred Un-

fair Labor Practice charges (ULPs) and a hundred grievances,

this in an organization of fewer than four hundred people!

Imagine how difficult this made our lives when we were also

trying to cope with a difficult work situation, poor perform-

ance, and frequent scrutiny and criticism from our headquar-

ters.

Our initial plan was to try to contain the complaints by

training the supervisors on labor relations and trying to build a

good relationship with the union, especially the individual fil-

ing most of the complaints. While this paid some dividends,

the sheer volume of complaints that continued to flow threat-

ened to overwhelm us.

We attempted to simply deal with the complaints in HRM

so that the supervisors would not be constantly distracted from
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their day-to-day work. This definitely helped for a while, but

once the supervisors began having to respond to complaints

working their way through the system, answer interrogatories

from investigators, and testify at arbitrations, we realized that

this was not going to solve the problem either. Moreover, as

you can imagine, the new director was not very happy with our

labor relations program, as he could see that it was making a

difficult situation even harder to manage.

We therefore decided to take a different approach to im-

prove the situation. Anytime a complaint was filed in which we

believed we were in the wrong, we immediately settled the case.

However, when we felt we were in the right, we fiercely con-

tested the complaint, preferring to go to litigation rather than

settle and send a message that we were going to cave in every

time the union complained.

We also began pushing back at the union; we started filing

grievances or ULPs whenever we believed it was in violation of

the law or its contract. This put the union on the defensive

more than it was used to. Moreover, it made the bargaining

unit question why their elected officials were constantly battling

management and why they were frequently spending their

union dues on arbitrations.

In the middle of all this, a new division chief arrived, and

he decided that the division did not have enough controls in

place. In addition, he was also troubled by the fact that there

were very few internal policy statements available. Finally, he

concluded that the employees had not received enough techni-

cal training to do their jobs correctly.

He quickly established a plan to address all three of these

issues. For example, he set up a system by which pending claims

were reviewed more quickly and frequently, so the employees
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could take appropriate action on a timely basis during each

phase of the claims process. He devoted a lot of his time to

writing policy memos, so everyone knew what his policies were

and how to handle a wide variety of complex situations. Finally,

he instituted a comprehensive division-wide training program

that ensured that the employees received frequent training on

the most important parts of their job.

He also concluded that he had a large number of employees

who were not pulling their weight and that action had to be

taken on each of them. Since I was the acknowledged expert on

HRM issues, he came to me for assistance on how to proceed.

I asked him to prepare a list of all the problem employees and

explain where each of them was failing; then, together, we

would develop a strategy for dealing with them.

The next day, he brought me a list that contained twenty-

nine names, yes, twenty-nine problem employees, situations

that had to be addressed individually. He made it clear to me

that there was no way that his division could achieve its goals

unless he either changed the people or changed the people.

Recognizing that he was clearly right and that it was the

right thing to do, we sat down and carved out a strategy for

dealing with all twenty-nine. In some cases, the approach was

simply to informally counsel them and let them know that they

needed to improve. In other cases, a more formal approach was

required, ranging from taking a disciplinary or adverse action,

to issuing a leave restriction letter, to giving the employee a

performance improvement plan. The bottom line is that, two

years later, twenty-three of the employees had left, because they

were fired, pushed out the door, or simply chose to leave. The

remaining six employees became fully acceptable. The division

chief had accomplished what he had set out to do; he had got-
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ten rid of the deadweight and had sent a powerful message that

poor performance or behavior was not going to be tolerated.

The new director and division chief stayed for only a few

years before moving on to other challenges. However, by the

time they left, our office went from meeting virtually no timeli-

ness goals to meeting all thirteen of the goals. Quality and pro-

ductivity also improved, as did our labor relations climate, and

a survey by our headquarters brought a great deal of praise for

our office and these two outstanding leaders.

A Vocational Rehabilitation and
Employment (VR&E) Division

A VR&E Division is responsible for helping a select group of

clients who have an employment impairment to either find a

job or live independently, meaning that they had become capa-

ble of caring for themselves and living in an independent man-

ner. Most of the focus is normally on the employment side; in

order to help clients find employment, the division may send

them to a trade school, college, or some other education pro-

gram; help them set up a small business; or, if the client is job

ready, help them write a resume, prepare for an interview, and

find a job.

This is a very rewarding area to work in because the em-

ployees have direct contact with their customers and can see

the impact of their work. At the time, it was nationally man-

dated that the division be broken up into several components:

(1) the division leader and her assistant; (2) a clerical staff who

were responsible for setting up most of the paperwork, answer-

ing phone calls, and similar tasks; (3) counseling psychologists

(CPs), whose job was to evaluate their clients and determine
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what the proper course of action was; and (4) vocational reha-

bilitation specialists (VRSs), whose job was to implement the

rehabilitation plan, track their client’s progress, and help them

find a job.

I became the director of a government office that had VR&

E as one of its business lines. The division employed about six-

teen employees and was housed in space that was functional

but nondescript. At any one time, we generally served between

one thousand and two thousand clients who were in varying

stages of the rehabilitation process (e.g., application pending,

being assessed, going through an education program, seeking

employment).

I knew the division had a relatively weak reputation, since

the general perception was that it was poorly run and had a

workforce that was below par. However, the one statistic that

really struck me was the number of clients it had rehabilitated

the past year—forty-six. That’s right, forty-six. This means that

the entire division rehabilitated three clients for every employee

working there! My first reaction was that maybe we should fire

the entire staff and simply spread their salaries among our cli-

ents who were looking for jobs.

Of course, I didn’t really mean that, but I actually made that

statement to the division chief and her assistant for illustration

purposes. I wanted her to see how other people were viewing

their division’s performance and to let the two of them know I

was very confident that together we could improve their results

by leaps and bounds.

The way I saw things, there were several problems that

needed to be addressed. They were these: (1) The division chief

had lost her confidence because she had been beaten to a pulp

by previous leaders of our organization; (2) some people were
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not pulling their weight; (3) the employees did not own the

process; (4) the workforce felt little connection to the mission

and believed it was neglected by the organization; (5) the physi-

cal plant sent a message to the employees that neither their

customers nor their performance was important; and (6) no

one was really focused on the bottom line—rehabilitating our

clients.

Here is what we did to address each one of these problems.

With respect to the division chief, we quickly concluded she

was a smart and dedicated individual who simply needed some-

one to support her and show her a better way to get the job

done. We taught her about total quality management, visual

management, and systems thinking and explained to her how

to effectively handle a variety of personnel situations. We gave

her books to read and introduced her to other successful lead-

ers, and she started to take a series of steps that let us know she

was going to not only make it but blossom.

She began to realize there was more than one way to do

things, and she didn’t have to manage by blaming others. In

essence, this was the way she had been taught or at least what

she thought she had learned by watching some of her previous

bosses operate. As the fog lifted and she learned to manage in a

better way, she slowly but surely came out of her shell and

emerged as a dynamic and respected leader.

She also learned the value of dealing with poor performers,

which was important since she had several problem employees.

She began to see that if you don’t deal with poor performers,

others will take the message that your organization is not seri-

ous about high performance, and things will inevitably start to

slide.

Eventually, this division chief did take action against several
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of her worst employees, and, lo and behold, they left the organi-

zation. I’ll never forget seeing her expression the first time she

was able to get rid of one of her longtime problems. She told

me that she never thought she could pull that off and that it

was not nearly as difficult as she had been led to believe.

From that moment on, she became more confident in her

abilities and more determined to deal with employees who were

not pulling their weight. More important, everyone else got the

same message, and the division’s performance began to steadily

climb.

Meanwhile, the importance of having one of her problem

employees leave was hammered home even further when she

started to dole out his pending work to other employees. She

was shocked to discover he had been sitting on a lot of unfin-

ished work that had been pending for months and months

without action. This employee’s performance had truly been a

disaster, and she vowed never to let that happen again.

Concerning the employees’ not owning the process, a major

problem was that no one was held accountable for whether or

not her clients were rehabilitated. In other words, the number

of clients rehabilitated was nowhere to be found in anyone’s

performance standards, meaning that, for all intents and pur-

poses, no one took ownership of the results.

We took action to place this metric in both the division

chief ’s and in her assistant’s performance standards and also

wanted to include it in the standards of the CPs and VRSs.

However, she resisted including it in those employees’ stan-

dards for two reasons: (1) They were ‘‘professionals’’ and

shouldn’t be treated that way; and (2) since the CPs handed the

work off to the VRSs, neither of them should be held account-

able for the number of clients rehabilitated.
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Eventually, she realized that professionals had to play by the

same set of rules as everyone else. That is, there was absolutely

no reason why they should not be held to a set of measurable

standards like every other member of the organization. Once

she saw the wisdom of this approach, she quickly bought into

it.

She had a harder time accepting the argument that both the

CPs and the VRSs should have a standard involving the number

of veterans rehabilitated. We kept emphasizing that these two

positions worked together as a team toward the rehabilitation

of a defined group of customers, so it was natural they should

share the standard, but she resisted, feeling she could never sell

it to the employees. We finally responded by posing this ques-

tion: What design choice would best ensure that the two posi-

tions would work together to help clients get jobs? After

thinking it over, she finally agreed that a joint standard would

encourage the right behavior, but she was still concerned about

what the reaction would be from the troops.

She distributed the standard for comment and was sur-

prised to find that the employees were generally supportive of

the concept and were willing to give it a try. She gave it out,

people quickly got used to it, it never became a problem, and it

certainly drove the right behavior.

Regarding the employees’ feeling that they were neglected

by the organization, there was definitely some truth to that per-

ception. The division was the smallest business line on station

and the one that generally received the least attention for two

primary reasons: (1) most of the national focus was on claims

processing because that was the area that was constantly in the

news; and (2) its work processes and legal requirements were
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relatively technical and not well understood by most senior

leaders, who generally gave them little more than lip service.

In order to address this issue, either my assistant or I made

sure we visited the division every day, said ‘‘hello’’ to the em-

ployees, tried to learn what was on their minds, and answered

any questions they had. We also held periodic meetings with

them (either monthly or quarterly, depending on circum-

stances), during which we briefed them about how things were

going with respect to both their division and the station, ex-

plained what the current issues and concerns were at the na-

tional level, and gave them the chance to ask anything they

wanted to. Over time, this effort bought us a lot of credibility

with the division’s employees and brought them back into the

fold of the overall organization.

With respect to the physical plant, in my opinion it was

neutral at best; the space was okay from both an aesthetic and

a functional perspective. However, if okay is what you are look-

ing for, that is all you will get. We wanted to provide the em-

ployees with a physical plant they could be proud of and one

that sent a message that our customers, our employees, and,

most important, performance were all important.

As a result, we hung banners from the ceiling that reminded

both the employees and visitors that finding our customers jobs

was our top priority. Next to the banners we hung pictures of

our clients to remind everyone that they were the reason why we

were in business. We also set up a bulletin board that told some

of our success stories and included with each a photograph of

our employee with a satisfied customer. Finally, we converted the

division’s conference room into a war room in which we dis-

played all of the division’s key performance indicators and trend
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data. In this way, employees were better able to use data when

making key decisions, and they started to see the bigger picture,

understand the importance of performance, and see the same

information that previously only management had been privy to.

As stated earlier, the last and perhaps the greatest concern

we had was that no one was concerned about the bottom line,

which was rehabilitating our clients. By this we meant either

finding them jobs or getting them to the point where they could

live independently. In order to address this issue, every time I

saw the division chief and/or her assistant, the first thing I asked

was, ‘‘How many rehabs have you had so far this month?’’

After a while, it became well known around the station that

this was always going to be my first question, and it became

something of a running joke. In fact, she used to say that I would

first ask her about the number of rehabs and then how she was

doing. However, the point was made, and, within a short period

of time, she became much more focused on the bottom line and

effectively communicated this message to her employees.

The number of clients rehabilitated per year steadily in-

creased from forty-six to sixty-nine to more than 100 and

eventually exceeded 400. Along these lines, I fondly recall one

staff meeting when the division chief proudly announced they

had rehabilitated forty-six clients for that month—the same

number that they had previously rehabilitated in an entire

year!

What a great feeling to see someone who at one time had

been battered, bruised, and bad-mouthed grow into a proud

and confident leader. The corollary to the story is that, down

the road, when Congress held a hearing on how to improve the

VR&E Program, she was the only VR&E officer who was asked

to testify. Now that’s improvement!
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A Home Loan Guaranty Program

Our home loan guaranty program was responsible for helping

our clients get home mortgages at low rates and with little

money down by guaranteeing 25 percent of the loan amount.

In the event our customers failed to repay their loans on time,

we would service the loan and try and develop a plan for how

they would become current. If that didn’t work and they de-

faulted on the loan, we would further attempt to assist them by

trying to find alternatives to foreclosure. If all else failed, we

would often purchase the property from the lender and then

try to sell it ourselves. As you can imagine, a lot of people were

affected by this program, and a lot of money was at stake.

The division employed more than 130 people and served a

catchment area of 1.2 million potential clients. At the time I

took over, it owned roughly three thousand foreclosed proper-

ties.

This division had the well-earned reputation of being the

worst loan guaranty division in the nation. Timeliness was

poor, accuracy was low, productivity was abysmal, and custom-

ers did not like doing business with it. Moreover, it had by far

the worst filing system I had ever seen; files were sitting all over

the place, and the system was out of control. To make matters

even worse, the division had low morale and little or no ac-

countability, but it did have several angry and discontented em-

ployees, some of whom were also poor performers, who were

loud and distracting and who were clearly pulling the division

down. Finally, the division had several employees who were fre-

quent EEO filers, people who tended to see everything in terms

of race and who were not shy about filing EEO complaints if

they were dissatisfied with a management decision and/or to do
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so would suit their purpose at the time. Otherwise, things were

going quite well, thank you.

We decided to immediately focus on the filing system,

which was in atrocious shape, to put things mildly. Files were

piled higher than an elephant’s eye, in no particular order, in

rows and rows of dreary government space. Since the file clerks

rarely were able to get their hands on folders they were search-

ing for, our technicians often created ‘‘dummy files’’ in order

to get the work done. I was told that we often had four or five

dummy folders per client.

We concluded that, given the size and scope of our files, we

did not have the capacity to quickly resolve the problems with

the resources we had on hand. After all, we were being inun-

dated with work, and we had to continue to try to serve our

customers. We therefore decided to hire a temporary employ-

ment firm to come in and quickly turn the files around. We

took this approach because we could bring the temps on

quickly and because they had the both the ability and the capac-

ity to address the situation on hand.

Within a month, the files were completely revamped, and we

had some semblance of order. I say ‘‘some’’ because so much

damage had occurred from many years of neglect that the best

we could do was bring order to the mess and try to go forward

from there with a system that would serve us well in the future.

The good news was that our rate of finding files immediately

increased from the 20–30 percent range to between 70 percent

and 80 percent, which was a big improvement, although certainly

not what we were looking for in the long term.

As an aside, a memorable story emerged out of this initia-

tive when a temporary worker found a piece of paper that had

been sitting under one of the file cabinets. It turned out to be a
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loan request that had been pinned under the cabinet for more

than ten years! I immediately seized upon this as a symbol of

our past failures and had the document framed and promi-

nently hung it on a wall in the division. The point here was to

let everyone know that we were fully aware of how bad our

service had been in the past and that we were determined to

never let it happen again.

Eventually, we purchased a brand-new set of rotating file

cabinets that were safe, secure, and efficient and that made it

easy to retrieve files. This purchase, coupled with tighter con-

trols and a new files supervisor, ensured that we continued to

improve the management of our filing system.

After making progress with our filing system, our division

chief retired, and his assistant stepped down. Until we could

find a new team, I made my assistant the acting division chief.

We then put a lot of time and effort into recruiting people who

we thought would be good fits for the division management

team, and we wound up finding an excellent division chief and

assistant. They were strong, dedicated people who were willing

to learn, were prepared to deal with difficult issues, and wanted

to make a difference. We were confident these were the right

individuals to help us make a quantum leap forward.

Once they were in place, they immediately laid the ground-

work to make the division function as intended. They put in

place standard operating procedures, placed a high degree of

importance on tracking data, developed better performance

standards, began to conduct random samples to test the quality

of each employee’s work, and made it clear to everyone they

would not tolerate poor performance or misconduct. The fact

they were willing to deal head-on with some long-standing per-

sonnel issues made me confident we were going to be okay.
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For example, one of our sections had several employees

who were always complaining and seemed to spend more time

keeping a log of what our supervisors were saying and doing

than they spent serving our customers. At one point, the assis-

tant division chief came to us and told us that, because of the

impact of those employees, their section would be able to

achieve its goals only if we gave them more FTE employees. We

told him we didn’t have any FTE to give him but that we would

help him deal with these two problem employees. Within six

months, he got rid of both of them, and, despite not receiving

any additional FTE to replace them, the section wound up

meeting all of its goals. It learned a valuable lesson that some-

times you can have addition by subtraction.

Meanwhile, the division chief and his assistant were also

open to new ideas, and together we found innovative ways to

do our work that made us more effective, efficient, and cus-

tomer friendly. For instance, they were concerned about the

process we followed to advertise our properties, select the suc-

cessful bidders, and then notify each bidder. At that time, we

(as well as all other divisions around the country that had the

same mission) would advertise our properties in the newspaper,

have our employees manually review all of the bids, decide who

the winning bidders were, and then write letters to all parties

notifying them of our decisions.

From our perspective, there were multiple problems with

this process. First of all, it was very expensive. For example,

we were paying roughly $80,000 per month to place full-page

advertisements for our properties in the newspaper. Second,

two or three full-time employees were required to review the

bids, decide who the winning bidders were, and so on. All told,

it was a costly, expensive, and inefficient process.
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The solution was to advertise all of our properties on the

Internet and have all of the people who wished to purchase our

properties submit electronic bids. Since the bids were elec-

tronic, we simply programmed our computer system to make

the requisite calculations, decide who the winning bidders were,

and send the decision letters to everyone.

The net result of this initiative was to save the office roughly

$1 million per year and to enable the two or three FTE who

used to work on the bidding process to perform other tasks.

Moreover, our customers were thrilled, as they received faster

and better service from our office. Finally, other offices adopted

this initiative, which wound up saving the national organiza-

tion roughly $12 million per year and freed up dozens of FTE.

The bottom line here was that we worked closely with the

new chief and his assistant, and they brought a degree of order,

discipline, professionalism, and a willingness to think outside

the box. They let everyone know that high performance was

expected, set up a solid set of management systems, imple-

mented them effectively, were willing to deal with difficult is-

sues, and encouraged creativity. The division, which was once

considered to be the worst out of forty-six in the nation, wound

up being ranked as the number one division on the national

organization’s balanced scorecard. Whereas at one point it had

roughly three thousand properties in its inventory, that total

eventually declined to fewer than 100.

A Human Resources Management (HRM)
Service

An HRM service is responsible for providing a full range of

services to its parent organization, which in this case was a
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medical center. Among the services it was tasked with providing

were staffing, position classification, employee and labor rela-

tions, training and development, processing and records, incen-

tive awards, workers’ compensation, and employee benefits and

programs (e.g., transit vouchers, leave donations).

The health care system that HRM serviced is one of the

largest and most complex health care systems in government,

employing roughly five thousand people, many of whom are

out-based as far as ninety miles from the main hub. Its HRM

service is believed to be the largest field operation in the na-

tional organization, employing close to ninety FTE.

The health care system has historically had problems with

the performance of its HRM service. Customers have constantly

complained about the service they received. In addition, per-

formance indicators (the few they had) also showed that per-

formance was poor; the service had difficulty in both filling jobs

on a timely basis and dealing with difficult employees; it has

had frequent turnover, including at the management level; mo-

rale was low; and the physical plant was abysmal.

As sort of a last-ditch effort, senior management hired me

as a consultant to assess the system’s operation and make rec-

ommendations to improve it. I interviewed a wide variety of

HRM service employees, as well as many of its customers and

stakeholders. I also reviewed dozens of different documents

(e.g., audits and surveys of HRM, internal studies) that pro-

vided me with a full and fair picture of its strengths and weak-

nesses. I paid particular attention to the impact that HRM was

having on the health care system’s ability to meet its mission

(e.g., I reviewed its mission performance metrics as shown on

the Intranet, performance evaluations of the system, and the

director’s performance standards), and I attended the director’s
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staff meetings. In approaching this project, I used the OSD

model as a guide for examining HRM in a systematic manner

and looking at the way each system and design choice related

to the others.

I then provided a full and fair assessment of the structure,

assessed the management skill sets and effectiveness, and pro-

vided a series of recommendations on how to improve the ac-

tivity. The client was very pleased with the report and

subsequently contracted with me to implement it.

One of my tasks was to develop the management staff, so I

mentored the acting personnel officer for at least an hour a

day and the other supervisors at least once a week. The acting

personnel officer responded very well to our mentoring sessions

and tried to soak up as much knowledge as possible. Several of

the other supervisors were just as enthusiastic, and they too

developed very quickly.

Since timeliness of service was such a big issue with HRM’s

customers, we began by designing performance tracking sys-

tems from the perspective of their customers. This was particu-

larly important because, in some cases, it seemed as though

HRM employees and their customers were not on the same

page.

For example, when it came to tracking the time it took

HRM to process certain actions, the service started the clock

when it received all the evidence necessary to process an action.

By using this approach, in most cases, on paper it was process-

ing actions in fewer than ten days. The problem was that cus-

tomers were telling me that, in many cases, HRM was taking

months to process their actions.

HRM then started tracking each action from the first day

one of its customers contacted the office, not from the day it
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received all of the requested evidence. Once it did this, it found

that the average processing time rose to seventy-one days! Ob-

viously, this was not solely a reflection of how long HRM was

taking to process the claims actions, but it did let managers

know more precisely why their clients were frustrated. It also

enabled them to better explain to senior management why ac-

tions were taking so long—that more than 80 percent of the

delay was due to clients’ behavior, not their actions. Moreover,

they started to track the reasons why all of the information was

not being properly submitted, and this placed them in a better

position to train their customers on how to submit the right

information the first time.

In the area of recruitment and placement, HRM decided to

track not only how long the entire process took but also each

component of the process (e.g., time from the submission of a

Standard Form 52, Request for Personnel Action, to the sta-

tion’s Position Management Committee to final approval, the

time from approval to classifying the position, and so on). In

this way, they could isolate gaps in the process and more easily

find ways to resolve them.

Along these lines, we worked to redesign all of the service’s

performance standards in order to build more accountability

into the system. Up to that point, the standards were very vague

and made it very difficult for management to hold the employ-

ees accountable. Now, where possible, HRM started tracking

each employee’s performance in the areas of output, accuracy,

timeliness, and customer satisfaction. It was able to capture

some of this information from our new tracking systems, al-

though we had to add two additional tracking mechanisms.

First, it developed monthly statistical quality control sheets

for its key positions. In this way, the supervisors could ran-
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domly and methodically track the quality of each employee’s

work. Very quickly, patterns began to emerge, and, for the first

time, several of the supervisors started to see some performance

deficiencies they had not previously been aware of. This

prompted discussions with some of the employees on how to

improve their accuracy, which in my view was definitely a good

thing.

With respect to customer satisfaction, HRM started a pro-

gram through which it surveyed its clients twice a year on how

well each of their employees was serving them. This sent a pow-

erful message to both the employees and their clients that HRM

was now serious about delivering quality service.

To reinforce the importance of performance, HRM pur-

chased a series of bulletin boards for both the service and each

of its sections. It used the boards to share performance infor-

mation with every employee, solicit their ideas as to how the

organization could improve its performance, and let them

know that management would be looking at its indicators more

closely than ever. These bulletin boards also sent a strong mes-

sage to HRM’s customers that the service was committed to

excellence and was not the HRM service of the past.

We also provided the management team with guidance and

training on how to deal with a number of difficult personnel

issues and met with its regional counsel in order to influence

its approach to representing the health care system. In my view,

if both HRM and, by extension, the entire health care system

were able to build true accountability into their organization,

they would make a quantum leap forward. The point here was

to reinforce the importance of dealing with difficult people,

rather than simply moving them around, as most government

organizations seem to do.
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The physical plant was one of the worst I have ever seen in

government, and that is saying a lot, since I have seen some

pretty dismal work areas in my time. First of all, the space was

not functional. The building’s configuration reminded me of a

submarine, with people cramped into very tight quarters. In

addition, the sections were organized in an illogical manner,

meaning the wrong sections were situated next to each other.

For example, Position Classification should sit next to Staffing,

yet they were on opposite sides of the floor. Moreover, in many

cases, the supervisors were located away from the employees

they were supervising.

The building also had virtually no security, and there were

several unlocked doors where visitors could enter. In fact, on

several occasions, homeless people were seen giving themselves

sponge baths in the employees’ restrooms.

Finally, the space was very unattractive and unappealing.

The walls were painted in dull colors, which tended to make

the lighting seem even worse than it already was. A series of

nondescript, boring pictures lined the hallways, and there was

no employee recognition visible. It was even hard to tell what

the mission of the organization was, since little evidence of it

adorned the walls.

To address all of these physical plant issues, HRM put to-

gether a comprehensive space redesign plan. The first thing was

to redo the work flow so that the essential contingencies were

preserved. For example, this meant placing Classification on

one side of Staffing and Processing and Records on the other

side. HRM also ensured that all of the supervisors were situated

next to or near their subordinates. Finally, where possible, it

tried to knock down non-load-bearing walls in order to open

up the space a bit and give the employees more breathing room.
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Concerning the security issue, HRM locked the side doors

from the outside (the employees were provided keys) and fun-

neled all visitors through the front entrance. Beyond a certain

point, an HRM employee had to buzz nonemployees through a

locked door in order to enter the main hub.

It also developed a new color scheme that entailed adding

some sharp accents to the current scheme. The idea here was

that accents would offer a contrast and make the space appear

to be a bit brighter and more alive. HRM then acquired a series

of photographs that were more reflective of the mission and

proudly displayed them in the hallways. These were very well

received by all concerned. Finally, HRM made plans to take

photographs of each section’s employees and hang these photo-

graphs outside each section along with each section’s perform-

ance metrics.

By the time my assignment had been completed, the rede-

sign of the physical plant had been set in motion, but every

element had not yet been implemented due to cost factors and

other priorities within the health care system. However, all of

the plans were expected to be implemented within the next fis-

cal year at the latest, and together they will help contribute to

the transformation of the HRM service.

The results of their efforts quickly became apparent. For

example, performance improved in virtually all areas once

HRM developed a good system for tracking performance, was

able to identify gaps, and put into place effective countermea-

sures. The percentage of positions classified within ten days in-

creased from 93 percent to 100 percent. The percentage of

retention incentives processed within ten days rose from 0 per-

cent to more than 61 percent. The processing of administrative

requests for personnel actions on a timely basis increased from
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56 percent to 96 percent, and the accuracy of these actions in-

creased from 83 percent to 100 percent. Also, in one month,

the time it took to process a disciplinary or adverse action im-

proved by 23 percent from the customer’s perspective. Finally, an

internal customer survey and anecdotal data both revealed that

satisfaction with HRM had clearly improved.

As you can, in these four situations the performance improve-

ment effort had to be adapted at least somewhat to the circum-

stances (the activity’s mission and vision, the skill and attitude

of the management team, the quality and experience levels of

the workforce, the organization’s culture, its management sys-

tems, its ability to deal with difficult people, its physical plant).

However, the approach was always the same: analyze the situa-

tion by talking to the managers, employees, customers, and/or

stakeholders; review the applicable data, reports, and informa-

tion; and then identify the performance gaps. From there, we

focused on four primary areas: (1) developing managers and

employees; (2) improving and aligning the systems; (3) success-

fully implementing the improvements in a clear and consistent

manner; and (4) encouraging innovation and creativity.

Such an approach allowed me to look at everything on a

holistic basis and to understand the cause and effect of each

design choice. The key here was not only to make a quick fix

but also to make changes that would last for the long term. It

was not rocket science, but it did take a lot of looking, listening,

and analyzing and then making sure that we went forward with

a comprehensive and integrated plan that was designed to ad-

dress the root causes of each organization’s problems.

You, too, can do it. All you need is the will and the skill.
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1. Gustavson and Von Feldt, Five Smooth Stones: Guidebook.

2. The Requirements Solutions Group, LLC, ‘‘How to Model,
Analyze and Improve Business Processes,’’ http://www.require
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3. Business Dictionary.com, http://www.businessdictionary.-
com/definition/business-process-reengineering-BPR.html�,
accessed October 5, 2009.

4. A large portion of the history of the reinventing government
initiative was gleaned from the document, ‘‘National Partner-
ship for Reinventing Government (Formerly the National
Performance Review), A Brief History,’’ by John Kamensky,
January 1999.

5. David Osborne and Ted Gaebler, Reinventing Government:
How the Entrepreneurial Spirit Is Transforming the Public Sec-
tor (The Penguin Group, 1993).

www. socialsecurity.gov
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6. Al Gore, ‘‘Creating a Government That Works Better and
Costs Less, Report of the National Performance Review,’’ Of-
fice of the Vice President, September 1994.

7. In writing this history of the New York Regional Office’s reen-
gineering efforts, I relied both on my own memory and on
James Thompson’s excellent article, ‘‘Joe versus the Bureau-
cracy,’’ Government Executive Magazine, October 1, 1995.

8. See Gustavson, Organizational Systems Design Guidebook
(OPD, Inc. 1996) and Five Smooth Stones: Guidebook.

9. A PMC is responsible for reviewing requests to fill vacant po-
sitions and determining whether it is in the best interests of
the organization to fill that position.

10. For more information on people’s learning preferences, see
The Whole Brain Business Book, by Ned Hermann (McGraw-
Hill, 1996).

11. For example, GSA’s ‘‘First Impressions Program’’ strives to
improve major lobby and plaza spaces in and around federal
buildings. U.S. General Services Administration, ‘‘Improve
Your Space,’’ http://www.gsa.gov/Portal/gsa/ep/contentView
.do?contentType�GSA_BASIC&contentId�24585&noc�T,
accessed October 21, 2009.

12. The dress code banned jeans, tee shirts, sneakers, baseball
caps, etc., which were commonly worn by our employees up
to then.

Chapter 4

1. Minnesota Department of Health, ‘‘Organization Design
Principles,’’ http://www.health.state.mn.us/about/strategic/
orgprinciples.html, dated September 12, 2006.
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2. By an overall structure, I am referring to an entire govern-
ment institution that is national, statewide, or local in scope.

3. For example, a contractor took over the VA’s property man-
agement program and did such a bad job that their contract
was quickly cancelled.

4. As recommended by the National Performance Review.

5. National Partnership for Reinventing Government, ‘‘Trans-
forming Organizational Structure,’’ http://govinfo.library.unt
.edu/npr/library/reports/tosexe.html, accessed November 9,
2009.

6. It is important to understand that the government has many
dedicated and excellent clerks. I am simply stating that based
on my experience, they tend to both have and cause more
problems than higher-graded and skilled workers.

7. Everyone can’t do direct labor because you need some degree
of supervisory and support overhead. The key is to have the
right amount, and not too much. Moreover, you should not
have poor employees sitting around in ‘‘make work’’ jobs be-
cause management simply does not want to deal with them.

Chapter 5

1. The Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act of
1996.

2. The Federal Information Security Management Act of 2002.

3. Wayne Eckerson, ‘‘What Are Performance Dashboards?’’ In-
formation Management Magazine, November 2005.

4. The Balanced Scorecard Institute, http://www.balancedscore
card.org, accessed November 23, 2009.

http://www.balancedscorecard.org
http://www.balancedscorecard.org
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5. By Robert S. Kaplan and David, P. Norton, Harvard Business
Press, 1996.

Chapter 6

1. Obviously, you can’t plan for every contingency and unantici-
pated vacancies will most surely occur. However, the wider
the number of possible openings that you plan for, the less
frequent will be your ad hoc recruitment efforts.

2. More veterans were likely to qualify at the GS-12 level than at
the GS-13 level.

3. If filled at the GS-12 level, the veteran could then be promoted
after a year to the GS-13 level if her performance was satisfac-
tory.

4. Although currently there are plenty of applicants for virtually
every government job due to the economy that will change
when the economy improves.

5. In low-cost areas, where housing is cheaper, taxes are lower
and commutes are shorter, government jobs tend to be far
more desirable because they more than pay the bills and pro-
vide a great deal of stability. Conversely, in high-cost areas,
most top-notch candidates do not apply for government jobs
because the private sector offers them a much more competi-
tive salary.

Chapter 7

1. I’m not going to spend much time on managing employee
behavior as that is covered extensively in my books Managing
Government Employees: How to Motivate Them, Deal with Dif-
ficult Issues and Produce Tangible Results (AMACOM Books,
2007) and The Complete Guide to Hiring and Firing Govern-
ment Employees (AMACOM Books, 2009).
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2. Title 5—Administrative Personnel, Chapter I—Office of Per-
sonnel Management, Part 430 Perfromance Management—
Table of Contents, Subpart B Performance Appraisal for
General Schedule, Prevailing Rate, and Certain Other Em-
ployees, Sec. 430.203 Definitions.

3. Conceived by George Lucas, the first film was originally re-
leased on May 25, 1977, by 20th Century Fox.

4. In computing productivity, you usually divide an employee’s
standard output by a denominator, which often represents the
number of hours the employee is available on the job. For
example, if an employee completed forty standard hours of
work in a given week, you might divide that total by forty
hours if the employee was at work for the entire week. Thus
40/40 � 100%, which would represent the employee’s pro-
ductivity. However, if the employee is on leave for part of the
week, attending training or meetings, and/or working on a
special project, you might want to consider excluding some or
all of this time from their individual productivity calculation.

5. Three hundred and sixty degree feedback comes from all
around an employee. The number ‘‘360’’ stems from the 360
degrees of a circle, with the person appraised being within the
circle. Three hundred and sixty feedback is typically provided
by peers, supervisors, stakeholders, and subordinates if the
person being appraised is a supervisor.

Chapter 8

1. There are other ways of rating people such as ‘‘exceptional,’’
‘‘very good,’’ and ‘‘satisfactory.’’ The actual terminology de-
pends upon the organization’s system.

2. Technically, giving an employee a fully satisfactory rating and/
or not giving her an award is not a negative action. However,
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over the years, supervisors have given out so many high rat-
ings and awards that many employees tend to view the ab-
sence of a high rating and/or an award as being an adverse
event. The best way to change this mindset is to have reliable
consequences for all levels of performance so that employees
recognize that they are not ‘‘owed’’ a high rating and/or an
award for average performance; they truly have to earn it.

3. I have also used television monitors to track performance
within each team. The upside of this approach is that it is
jazzier, more modern, and attractive to the eye. The downside
is that it can be expensive to install, may take more time to
maintain, and can create computer security issues if it is tied
directly into the organization’s computer system.

4. Managing Government Employees: How to Motivate Them,
Deal with Difficult Issues and Produce Tangible Results (AMA-
COM Books, 2007) and The Complete Guide to Hiring and
Firing Government Employees (AMACOM Books, 2009).

5. In this circumstance, I decided that I needed coaches, not a
series of traditional supervisors. As a result, we abolished all
of the first- and second-level supervisory positions, estab-
lished coach positions with new position descriptions, and let
the former supervisors and all other interested candidates
apply. Those former supervisors who were not selected were
reassigned to direct labor positions at the same grade level.

Chapter 9

1. Under this approach, a deserving employee receives a lottery
card that is then placed in a locked box along with the cards
of other recipients. At the end of a fixed period of time, several
cards are drawn from the box and some form of rewards (din-
ner for two, movie tickets, etc.) is then given to the ‘‘lottery
winners.’’
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2. For example, see Brian Friel, ‘‘Seeing Is Believing,’’ Govern-
ment Executive Magazine, July 1, 2002, http://www.govexec
.com/features/0702/0702s1s1.htm.

Chapter 10

1. In our organization at that time, every director was also the
station’s EEO Officer.

http://www.govexec.com/features/0702/0702s1s1.htm
http://www.govexec.com/features/0702/0702s1s1.htm
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accountability, 165, 199–200, 210
accuracy

of performance data, 101
standards for, 145

actionable performance standards, 143
adverse action, 215n5
allocation of funds, delay, 5–6
Anna Karenina (Tolstoy), 190
announcement of job vacancies, 121–122
annual performance plan, 4
anticipatory recruitment, 120
appraisal system, 153–165
awards, see rewards and recognition

backlogs in processing, 57, 191
balanced scorecard, 28, 54, 106–107, 108

vs. performance dashboard, 107–111
The Balanced Scorecard: Translating Strategy

into Action (Kaplan and Norton), 107
best practices, sharing, 180
bids, electronic, 207
biographies, learning from, 185
bonuses, 167–168. see also rewards and recog-

nition
books, learning from, 184
bottom line, concern about, 202
budget constraints, 5–6
bulletin boards, 115, 211

posting individual performance informa-
tion, 160–161

for team performance postings, 114
for teams, 159

Burton, R.M., Organizational Design, 55
business process perspective, for balanced

scorecard, 107
business process reengineering (BPR), 42–43,

46–54
constraint and variance analysis, 49
cultural analysis, 51, 53
environmental scan, 48
joint optimization, 53–54
process mapping and analysis, 48

225

process ownership and key decisions,
50–51

value analysis and work categorization,
48–49

business processes, 41
identifying, prioritizing and mapping, 47

case manager, 45, 53
case technician, 53
categorizing work, 48–49
celebrating victories, 175–176
centralizing teams, 83–85
Champy, James, Reeengineering the Corpora-

tion, 55
change, 190

of focus to outcomes, 5
for long-term improvement, 214
to pay system, 54

claims processing
performance improvement, 190–196
by VA New York Regional Office, 43–45

clerical employees, number needed, 90–91
Clinton administration, 42, 43
coaches, 130
color, on dashboards, 106
color scheme in office, 70–72, 213
communications

in employee management, 154–158
of information about processes, 60
office partitions and, 68
with poor performers, 162
of rewards criteria, 178–179

compensation, 13, 54
competencies, identifying required for em-

ployee, 130–131
competency grid, 131–133
computer systems

data updates on, 115
implementation, 74

conduct, minimum level for rewards, 173
conference room, posting key metrics in, 113
conferences, learning from, 183–184
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constraint analysis, 49
continuous learning, 180
contractors, 13, 85–88

report card to track performance, 104
short-term, 87–88

costs
contractors vs. temp workers, 87
lower-graded employees and, 91

co-workers, evaluation by, 146–147
creativity, 186–188
credibility, 201
critical element, 139
cultural analysis, 51, 53
culture, manager’s influence over, 28–30
customer satisfaction, 211

measuring, 97
standards for, 146

customer’s perspective, for balanced score-
card, 107

dashboard, performance, 28, 105–106
vs. balanced scorecard, 107–111

databases, 75
decision-making system, 35, 95
Defense Base Closure and Realignment Com-

mission, 8
delivery of mail, 57–58
Deming, W. Edwards, 18

The New Economics for Industry, Govern-
ment, Education, 55

de-motivator, rewards program as, 168
DeSanctis, G., Organizational Design , 55
Detroit Public Schools, mission, 31
development of organization, tracking, 185
direct labor employees, 93–94
disabilities, targeting people with, for job re-

cruitment, 122–123
disciplinary action, 215n5

employee right to appeal, 7
discrimination, goverment employees right to

file complaint, 7
division chief, recruiting, 205
divisions, neglect by organization, 200–201

EEO. see Equal Employment Opportunity
Commission

electronic bids, 207
employee satisfaction/development, measur-

ing, 98
employees

complicated hiring processes, 7
direct labor, 93–94
evaluation by co-workers, 146–147
expectations of, 176
and goals, 177

knowledge and tools for job, 59–64
management assumptions about, 18
managing individual, 154–158
orientation and training, 127–134
performance plan, 138–139
poor performers, 162–163
posting performance information on bulle-

tin board, 160–161
problem, 195
and process changes, 57
recruitment and selection, 119–127
review sheet for feedback, 148, 149
sharing performance information with, 112
standards for output, 144–145
standards partially met by, 151
supervisor responsibilities for, 137–138
unions for, 215n7

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA),
31–32

environmental scan, 48
Equal Employment Opportunity Commis-

sion, 7
complaints, 203–204

excellence, rewards and recognition to rein-
force, 167

expectations, of employees, 176
external environment, 24–25

influence on organization, 22

federal agencies, change of focus, 5
Federal Labor Relations Authority, 7
feedback

for employees, 155
for trainees, 130

field offices, 84
filing system, 204
Financial Information and Security Manage-

ment Act (FISMA), 103
financial perspective, for balanced scorecard,

107
firing poor performers, 162–163
fishbowl effect, 10–11, 25
flooring in office, 69–70
flow charts of processes, 60, 61
follow-up by supervisors, 153

Gaebler, Ted, Reinventing Government , 55
General Accounting Office (GAO), 11
General Services Administration (GSA), 69
goals of organization, 33–34

standards aligned with, 140
unrealistic, 177

Gore, Al, 42
Government Accountability Office (GAO), 3
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government organizations
cultures driving performance, 29
structure guidelines, 78–80

Government Performance and Results Act
(GPRA), 3–5, 43

goals, 3–4
on outcomes vs. outputs, 26–27

grade creep, 92–93
group think, 181
groups, see teams
growth perspective, for balanced scorecard,

107
Gustavson, Paul, 18, 21, 47

Hammer, Michael, Reeengineering the Corpo-
ration, 55

Hammer Award, 45
headquarters

program offices, 84
role of, 82

Health Insurance Portability and Account-
ability Act (HIPAA), 103

history of organization, in orientation, 128
holistic approach to performance improve-

ment, 36
home loan guaranty program, performance

improvement, 203–207
homeland security, budget issues, 6
human resources management (HRM), 49

performance improvement, 207–214
work flow, 56–57

implementation of computer system, 74
incentive programs, 18
individual development plans (IDPs), 133
individual needs analysis, 51–52
information, 12
information system, 35, 95

capture for metrics, 100–104
sharing metrics, 111–117

innovation, 186–188
Inspector General (IG), 11
Internet

electronic bids, 207
posting performance information on, 102
training over, 63

job applicants
first impressions of office environment,

125–126
minimum qualifications, 123
past-performance questions, 126–127
ranking, 124

job vacancies, announcement of, 121–122

jobs, difficulties measuring, 151
joint optimization, 53–54

Kaplan, Robert S., The Balanced Scorecard:
Translating Strategy into Action, 107

knowledge
of employees, 59–64
manager’s influence over, 28–30

labor relations, 193–194
lagging indicators, 99–100
layout of offices, 64–68
leadership, 190
leading indicators, 99–100
learning, continuous, 180
learning maps, 62
learning perspective, for balanced scorecard,

107
learning posters, 62
legislation, unintended effects, 9–10
legitimate complaint, 150
Liff, Stewart, Seeing Is Believing, 72
lights in office, 68–69
line offices, 83
lines of authority, 82
local information for metrics, vs. national,

102–104
local structure, 88–91
locations, for new employee orientation, 128
locations of government offices, 7
Los Angeles Police Department, mission, 31
lower-graded employees, and costs, 91

mail, delivery of, 57–58
managers, 13

assumptions about employees, 18
development, 209
to impact performance, 19
influence over knowledge and culture,

28–30
mindset of, 8–9
organizational design choices, 34–37
training, 198

mandatory training, 133–134
meetings, for team, 159
mentors, 130
Merit Systems Protection Board, 7
metrics, 12, 55. see also performance metrics
mindset

challenging group, 181
of managers, 8–9, 191
outsiders and, 182

Minnesota Department of Health, guidelines,
77–78

mission of government organization, 30–31
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monthly report cards, for employees,
157–158

multi-encumbered positions, 120–121

national information for metrics, vs. local,
102–104

The New Economics for Industry, Government,
Education (Deming), 55

new ideas, 182–183
noncritical element, 139
Norton, David P., The Balanced Scorecard:

Translating Strategy into Action, 107

Obel, B., Organizational Design , 55
office environment, see physical plant
Office of Management and Budget, 11
offices, layout, 64–68
open-door policy, 187
oral communication, in training, 63
organizational charts, 88–90

limitations, 81
Organizational Design (Burton, DeSanctis,

and Obel), 55
organizational design, 12

ability to influence, 22–24
manager choices, 34–37
scope in, 82

organizational goals, 33–34
standards aligned with, 140

organizational systems, 17–37
Organizational Systems Design (OSD) model,

20–34, 209
external environment, 24–25
manager’s influence over knowledge and

culture, 28–30
outcomes, 25–28
strategy, 30–34

organizations
overall structure, 81–85
stagnant, 187

orientation of employees, 127–134
Osborne, David, Reinventing Government, 42,

55
outcomes, 25–28

agency change of focus to, 5
vs. outputs, 26–27

outputs, vs. outcomes, 26–27

partitions, for employees, 66–68
pay system, 13

changes to, 54
people systems, 35
performance

annual plan, 4
of group, 158–162

holistic approach to improvement, 36
improvement options, 14–16
individual development plans (IDPs) for

managing, 133
supervisor and, 156–157, 164
tools for tracking, 28

performance appraisals, 138–139
one overall number for, 110

performance dashboard, 28, 105–106
vs. balanced scorecard, 107–111

performance improvement examples,
189–214

claims processing activity, 190–196
home loan guaranty program, 203–207
human resources management service,

207–214
vocational rehabilitation and employment

division, 196–202
Performance Improvement Plan (PIP), 162
performance information sharing, 111–117

posting data, 115
what to post, 112–115

performance management difficulties, 5–14
budget constraints, 5–6
fishbowl effect, 10–11
legislation, unintended effects, 9–10
locations of government offices, 8
mindset of managers, 8–9
recruiting and management system com-

plications, 6–7
performance metrics

increase in collection for performance as-
sessment, 96

information capture, 100–104
lagging and leading indicators, 99–100
making sense of, 104–111
national vs. local information, 102–104
person responsible for posting, 116
report card to track contractors, 104
SMART method for design, 98–99
tracking, 209–210
what to measure, 97–100

performance rating, 139
performance standards, 139

actionable, 143
for employee output, 144–145
employees meeting partial, 151
for productivity, 178
for professionals, 199–200
SMART method for, 143, 147–151
writing, 139–152

physical plant, 12, 64–72, 201
color scheme, 70–72, 213
flooring, 69–70
job applicants’ first impressions, 125–126
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lights, 68–69
redesign, 212

planning
for recruitment and selection, 120
training, 131–133

policy statements, 60
political forces, in law creation, 9–10
poor performers

dealing with, 162–163
response to, 195–196
taking action against, 198–199

Posey, Pamela, Seeing Is Believing, 72
privacy

and metrics collection, 103
and posting individual employee informa-

tion, 160–161
in work area, 66

Privacy Act, 103
problem employees, 195, 206

firing, 162–163
problems, management and, 177–178
processes

flow charts of, 60, 61
improving with redesign, 55–59
mapping and analysis, 48
ownership and key decisions, 50–51

productivity
computing, 221n4
office layout and, 66
vs. quality, 170–171
standards for, 178
system for measuring, 144–145

productivity/unit cost, 98
professionals, standards for, 199–200
progress review, 139
promotion from within, 182
properties, process for advertising and bid-

ding, 206–207

quality
measuring, 97
performance standards and, 141
vs. productivity, 170–171
rewards and, 170

questions, on job applicants’ past perform-
ance, 126–127

ranking job applicants, 124
recognition, see rewards and recognition
recruitment of employees, 119–127
reduction-in-force (RIF), 85–86
Reeengineering the Corporation (Hammer and

Champy), 55
references, checking, 127

Reinventing Government (Osborne and Gae-
bler), 42, 55

reinvention laboratories, 42
relationships, 184
renewal system, 35, 180–188
report cards, for employees, 157–158
reverse discrimination, 192–193
review sheet for employee feedback, 148, 149
rewards and recognition, 13, 35

communication of criteria, 172, 178–179
design and alignment, 169–176
elements of well-designed system, 171–175
implementation of system, 176–180
individual vs. team, 171, 173
nonmonetary vs. monetary, 174
quarterly intervals vs. annual, 172
standards for multiple levels, 152
system problems, 167–169

rights of employees, 7

Scholtes, P. R., 18
scope, in organization design, 82
scorecard, balanced, 28, 54, 106–107, 108

vs. performance dashboard, 107–111
security, 213
Seeing Is Believing (Liff and Posey), 72
selection of employees, 119–127
self-fulfilling prophecy, culture as, 29
service, awareness of level, 205
short-term contractors, 87–88
SMART method

for metrics design, 98–99
for performance standards, 143, 147–151

Snyder, Bill, 18–19, 43
Social Security Administration, mission,

30–31
speakers, for new employee orientation, 128
special projects, rewards for, 179–180
spreadsheets, 75
stagnant organization, 187
stakeholders

impact of office design on, 33
surveys of, 146

standards, see performance standards
strategic objectives, 105
strategic plans, required from agencies, 4
strategy, 30–34
structural system, 35, 77–81

local, 88–91
supervisors

developing, 134–135
employee appraisal form, 154–155
importance of, 163–165
need for follow-up by, 153
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supervisors (continued )
responsibilities for employee, 137–138
sharing vision with, 164

supervisory ratio, 89–90

teams, 159
centralizing, 83–85
meetings, 159
organization based on, 54
performance of, 158–162
structure for, 36

technical system, 35, 41
review and redesign, 45–46

technology, 12, 72–75
television monitors, data updates on, 115
temporary workers

vs. contractors, 87
for filing system changes, 204

360-degree review, 146–147, 150, 221n5
timeliness, 150

measuring, 98
standards for, 145

Tolstoy, Leo, Anna Karenina, 190
training, 12–13, 59–60

of managers, 198
mandatory, 133–134
of new employees, 127–134
oral communication in, 63
planning, 131–133
in technology, 73

turnover of employees, 8, 91

Unfair Labor Practice charges (ULPs), 193
unfair labor practices, 7
unions, for government employees, 215n7

value analysis, and work categorization,
48–49

values of organization, 31–32
variance analysis, 49–50
veterans

benefits for, 6
as recruitment target, 122

Veterans Administration, New York Regional
Office, 43–45

Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA), 10
Veterans’ Employment Opportunities Act of

1998, 122
victories, celebrating, 175–176
vision, sharing with supervisors, 164
visitors

in other organizations, 183
tour of offices, 175–176

visual management, 33, 72
vocational rehabilitation and employment di-

vision, performance improvement,
196–202

weighted scores, on balanced scorecard, 110
work environment, see physical plant
work processes, 12

compliance with, 59–60
workers, see employees
workflow, 91–92




