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“This book should be required reading for anyone who manages people. Until now, managing performance was mostly a rearward-facing exercise that often put managers at odds with their workers. Sabbag gives managers a new roadmap to proactively improve performance by creating a partnership between themselves and their workers that builds upon strengths and provides development opportunities. Developing Exemplary Performance One Person at a Time will be used for decades to come by organizations that wish to become more successful and competitive.”


—Jim Riley, Founder and CEO, Learn.com, Inc.


“In my HR role, I am constantly struggling to explain to leaders that training is not the only answer for performance issues, and may often not be the right answer. This book lays out a model to help leaders diagnose the real reasons why people may not be performing to standards and allows proper action planning for improvement.”


—Alicia Goodman, Senior Vice President, Human Resources, TNS


“Going far beyond existing models of performance development, Sabbag provides leaders with both a process roadmap and a practical toolbox for strength-based employee development. His user-friendly Seven Step Exemplary Performance Model serves as a performance development toolbox for leaders. Using Sabbag’s Model, the leader can more accurately diagnose the root cause performance factors and then select performance development tools that are highly targeted and relevant to the individual.”


—Rita Smith, Vice President of Enterprise Learning, Ingersoll Rand Company


“Michael Sabbag is a seasoned, authentic leader with an amazing grasp of the performance challenges facing businesses today and an even more amazing ability to clearly articulate how to diagnose and solve those challenges to yield exemplary results. Developing Exemplary Performance One Person at a Time is intelligent, practical and easy to understand.”


—Sharon Wingron, CPLP, Leadership Consultant and President of Wings of Success, LLC
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Introduction



As a professional in human resources (HR), learning, and organization development for the past twenty years, I have found that the impact leaders have on the performance of their employees is the most critical issue in business. This impact matters more than strategy, the business environment, or any other issue that may challenge an organization. Through the effective development and management of employees, an organization can surmount any obstacle and achieve success. The question is, which approach or model is the best one for developing employee performance at your organization?


There are several models out there for you to choose from: the human performance technology model,1 Pipe and Manger’s model,2 and Gilbert’s behavior-engineering model,3 as well as the strength-based approach provided by authors such as Marcus Buckingham.4 I am excited to add a new model, the Exemplary Performance Model, which builds on the best parts of previous performance development thinking and closes the gaps left by others. The model has emerged from my own research and experience and has come about to fill a practical need for a relatively simple, straightforward, and effective means of developing employees.





The impact leaders have on the performance of their employees is the most critical issue in business.





The Trouble with Training


Long before I began using the Exemplary Performance Model, one area of my work involved teaching leadership classes and training people on leadership skills. The people who attended my classes seemed to enjoy the sessions, rated the training highly, and would return to learn about other topics. Over time, the numbers of attendees grew and grew. Yet when following up, I discovered that attendees’ on-the-job performance was improving only slightly after the training. This frustrated me. True, the slight improvements in performance often yielded a significant return on investment. (In some cases, each dollar spent on a class yielded over a thousand dollars in savings to the organization.) But I knew the potential existed to improve participants’ performance much more substantially.


This frustration was certainly present in the situation in one of my former jobs as a regional manager of leadership development, where I trained some two hundred VPs, managers, and supervisors. Often, these leaders walked away from the training excited to apply what they had learned. And yet, time and again, they went back their departments and operated exactly as they had before the training. As a result, their performance did not improve much. Although the training received high marks from attendees, the classes didn’t seem to be yielding a significant increase in performance. And those leaders would come back to me and complain that their employees needed my training—rather than realizing that they still needed to make changes in their own behavior. I kept thinking that if these leaders could not change their behaviors after training, why should we expect that their employees would alter their behaviors after the same classes?





Performance can be addressed with the right tools only if a leader first knows what performance factor serves as the root cause of performance.





Capitalizing on Strengths


From my recurrent frustration I realized two things:


1. There was no organizational support for leaders to engage in the new behaviors they had learned—no reinforcement or accountability for whether they actually used their newly acquired skills.


2. Training was often sought as the solution for improving performance when, in fact, training wasn’t the remedy that was truly needed. If employees lacked skills or knowledge of how to perform their jobs, training was very useful. But there were many other reasons why employees might not be performing up to expectations: ineffective company processes, lack of resources, family problems, or any of a whole host of other issues. If any of these other factors was the issue, training—no matter how good or how much—would never solve the problem.


I couldn’t blame leaders for trying to solve employee performance problems with the universal cry of “send ’em to training.” This was the way things had always been done in many organizations, where people learned their leadership skills by modeling after the leaders above them. And although performance models have increasingly acknowledged that there’s more to improving performance than training, these models have often stopped short of specifically explaining how to identify and address non-training-related issues.


A New Model for Performance


It was from my original discovery that training was often not the antidote to performance problems (a discovery that coincided with what was happening in the fields of HR, learning, and organization development), that I eventually created the Exemplary Performance Model. The aims of this new model are:


[image: Images] To diagnose the root cause of performance (the performance factor), exploring many more potential causes than just skills and knowledge


[image: Images] To develop or leverage performance by addressing the diagnosed performance factor through the use of targeted tools


As those of you familiar with the performance development literature will discover, this model is not revolutionary but rather evolutionary. For example, the model capitalizes on the notion that numerous factors for performance exist, as highlighted in the human performance technology model.5 In addition, the model aligns with the strengths-based movement6 by focusing on strengths rather than weaknesses during the performance development process.


Recognizing Many Possible Causes for Performance


Leaders, by sending employees to training, have traditionally assumed that employees perform poorly because they do not have enough skills and knowledge to perform at a higher level. But there are many possible reasons why performance occurs at a given level. The Exemplary Performance Model presents the seven different factors that affect performance:


[image: Images] Talent and fit


[image: Images] Environment


[image: Images] Tools and resources


[image: Images] Systems and processes


[image: Images] Clear expectations and accountability


[image: Images] Knowledge and skills


[image: Images] Motivation


The value of recognizing the multitude of possible performance factors goes far beyond mere understanding. The value lies in the results of this understanding: specifically, guidance for creating a targeted action plan to achieve exemplary performance. Performance can be addressed with the right tools only if a leader first knows what performance factor serves as the root cause of performance. If someone lacks motivation, for example, sending him to training will likely do very little to increase motivation. Instead, other solutions will be more effective—such as offering the employee regular praise or involvement in contests that get him excited about performing.


Capitalizing on Strengths


Although the model can be used to address employee weaknesses, the main focus of the model is on strengths. This is because only strengths have the potential to be developed to the exemplary level. Research has shown that individuals’ strengths and weaknesses can be traced in part to the brain;7 the exemplary performance model acknowledges the biological basis for strengths and weaknesses by encouraging leaders to focus on developing strengths to the exemplary level and accepting that weaknesses may never improve beyond a level of sufficiency.


Thus, by focusing on strengths rather than on weaknesses for performance development, you will tend to get more return on your investment in the development process. In addition, employees are likely to remain more motivated and engaged in a strengths-based process because they will feel valued when their strengths are noticed, appreciated, and capitalized on. Finally, understanding why an employee performs so well in a given area may enable you to foster this kind of excellence in other employees.


High Performance Meets Strategic Goals


Without adequate employee performance, strategy doesn’t get executed, and when strategy doesn’t get executed, organizations can’t meet goals or succeed. As Larry Bossidy and Ram Charan note, “Execution is the greatest unaddressed issue in the business world today. Its absence is the single biggest obstacle to success.”8 Interestingly, Ernst & Young reported, in a study of 275 portfolio managers, that “the ability to execute strategy was more important than the quality of the strategy itself.”9 In other words, the way that people put strategy into action through their performance can be more significant than the content of the strategy.


The following example illustrates this point:


Imagine that you own a local pizza parlor and that your strategy is to make your restaurant as fun and comfortable for families with small children as possible. You fill the restaurant with colorful decorations, you provide a big basket of toys for children to play with, and you install a television that you set to a cartoon channel. You train your waiters to be friendly to children and to offer each one a balloon when they take a table’s orders.


Yet you discover over time that many of your employees forget to offer a balloon, and some of your employees change the TV from the cartoon channel to other programming. In addition, the cleaning crew never remembers to wipe the toys down at the end of the day, and the toys have begun to look dirty and old. In short, your employees are not performing up to your standards, your strategy isn’t executed as you had envisioned it, and your resulting revenues reflect this lack of strategic execution.


The pizza parlor example is a simple one, but it underscores how successful strategic execution hinges on high performance by employees.


Although I do not often speak specifically of strategy in this book, my purpose is to improve strategic execution—by helping people perform at the exemplary level in the workplace. When employees achieve their professional goals at work, departmental goals are met. When departments achieve their goals, the company in turn executes and achieves its strategy. When employee goals are set at the exemplary level, organizations themselves become exemplary. The results of performance, good or bad, will ripple throughout the whole organization.


About This Book


The Exemplary Performance Model is designed to assist those in a leadership role with developing the performance of their employees. The model’s use is not restricted to the business setting. While my hope is that this book will provide thousands of leaders at all levels of organizations with valuable guidance, the first audience for this book is one particular set of practitioners—professionals in human resources, organization development, and learning and development.


Those of you in this group are often tasked with the responsibility of helping leaders improve employees’ performance, and you are the ones who often have to deal with the undiscerning “send ’em to training” mentality. Although you likely appreciate the value of training and perhaps even spend a good portion of your time developing and leading training yourselves, your ultimate goal is to develop employee performance in the best way possible. The model will help you work with your organization’s leaders to find the best solutions for developing employee performance—whether training or something else. Using the model, you will be able to guide leaders to consider all of the possible causes for employee performance and then work with these leaders to apply targeted, relevant solutions that can bring about significant performance development. In addition, you will be viewed as a business partner rather than as a “necessary cost.”


If you are a leader who is directly responsible for the performance of others, this book can be equally helpful. Your role is to execute strategy through the people on your team. Since this happens only when your people perform well, your role in developing employee performance is critical to the success of the organization. The tools and process presented here will help you develop people to achieve performance at the exemplary level.


You will notice that certain terms are used that require definition. Leader is not meant to communicate that an individual has leadership qualities but indicates that the person is someone who leads another person or group of people. Tool is used to label a method, technique, or process that is used to yield a result. For example, a leader often uses coaching to develop a skill or set of skills in an individual. Coaching is a tool used for development. The tools covered here—and there are many—are designed to help leaders address performance issues with just the right remedy. Instead of simply throwing training at an employee, leaders who use this model will have a variety of options for how to assist employees in developing their performance—not for variety’s sake but to ensure effectiveness of solution.


I have organized this book along the following lines: in chapter 1, I present a discussion of the seven principles of the Exemplary Performance Model. In chapter 2, I provide an overview of how to use the model by describing the steps involved in diagnosing and developing employee performance. In chapters 3 through 9, I review each of the seven performance factors that potentially lie at the heart of a given performance problem. In chapters 10 and 11, I go into further depth in the use of the model and discuss alternate applications. Finally, in appendix A, I provide hands-on advice for using the model in the work-place by presenting a case study detailing its use at an organization. In appendix B, I summarize the diagnostic questions to determine the key factors in performance.


In the book in its entirety I provide the guidance needed to roll out the Exemplary Performance Model in the workplace and to educate organizational leaders on its use and benefits. I also provide leaders themselves with the information they need to begin using the model to effectively develop their employees’ performance to the exemplary level.



Conclusion



The people who have attended my training classes over the years have typically come to each class looking for an answer. Some have wanted to get better at hiring people. Others have hoped to learn an effective way to coach employees for development. And still others have sought ways to deal with employees who didn’t seem to care about their performance and therefore weren’t performing well. As someone who’s passionate about performance, I’m thrilled to offer you a powerful new approach for developing your employees and achieving exemplary performance one employee at a time. I’ve seen the value of the Exemplary Performance Model in action, and I continue to marvel at its power to help employees and companies reach peak performance. It is my hope that, after reading this book and applying the model in your workplace, you will have a similar experience.





Part I
A New Way to Achieve Exemplary Performance









1
Principles of the Exemplary Performance Model



As a leader, the single most important thing you can do for your organization is drive the execution of strategy. No matter what you do and no matter what your level in the organization, this is your most critical role: to drive execution in yourself, in your peers, in your leaders, and in your direct reports.


Strategic execution results from performing well, and performing well comes from a variety of factors—such as having the right talent and fit for a job, having adequate tools and resources, having useful systems and processes, and having sufficient knowledge and skills. The model I present in this book is built around these and other factors of performance so that you can address performance at its root and develop appropriate action plans that help you foster exemplary performance in each of your employees. As your employees move toward the exemplary level of performance, so will your department’s ability to execute strategy at the exemplary level. It all begins with understanding which cause is at the heart of performance. From there, the rest will follow.



When Employees Are Seen as the Problem



It is easy to confuse the causes of performance that can impede achieving an exemplary level of strategic execution.


When I was teenager, I worked at a local drugstore called Gray Drugs. One day, I was in charge of running the register out front. Things were going well until the end of my shift, when I counted the money in the register and realized that the total was twenty dollars and two cents lower than what it was supposed to be. In response, my manager began writing up a report on me, per store policy.


I knew I hadn’t pocketed the money, but I did worry that I might have given someone the wrong change. Even though I’d never been more than fifty cents off at the end of my shift, the numbers didn’t lie. Just as I was ready to give up on solving the mystery of what had happened, I pulled the inner drawer out of the register and discovered that a twenty dollar bill had somehow gotten pushed underneath.


Of course, my manager threw the report in the trash. But the incident left a bad taste in my mouth. My manager had counted the money in the drawer only once and then immediately gone to writing up the incident report, without taking any time to figure out what might have happened. He seemed perfectly happy to assume that I was in the wrong. The demoralizing effect of this incident led me not to put in the extra effort that I had before the cash-register incident. In short, my performance diminished.


Why did my performance at Gray’s initially seem to “fail”? In large part, it failed because the process of signing off the register did not involve lifting the drawer to check underneath for missing bills as it probably should have. If store processes had included this step, I would not have been twenty dollars under on my drawer, and future employee performance regarding accuracy at the cash register would have been improved. Yet my manager never considered changing store processes. He just blamed me for being bad at signing off the register.


This approach of blaming the employee still occurs in the modern workplace. Quite often, employees are seen as problems rather than as resources. Sometimes this occurs because it’s the easiest solution and one that lets a leader abdicate responsibility and avoid having to actively engage in addressing a performance issue. Other times, this occurs because leaders are simply copying the same limited leadership techniques they learned from their own managers. If these leaders had more techniques, they’d use them; because they don’t, they miss factors external to the employee that might be the key source of performance issues—factors that the leaders themselves could help address and improve.





As a leader, the single most important thing you can do for your organization is drive the execution of strategy.





Key Concepts from the Model


There are certain key concepts that will serve as a foundation to your understanding to the model. These are presented below.


PERFORMANCE DEFINED


In lay terms, performance is the degree to which someone “gets things done.” In the language of the profession, performance refers to how a person is executing key responsibilities and tasks relative to the standards set for those responsibilities and tasks.


Performance is a neutral term. It is not until a descriptor is added to the term performance that we get a sense of its value. If an employee yields the results we expect for him or her, or returns outcomes above those expectations, we call this “good performance.” If an employee yields results that are below our expectations, we call the person’s performance “poor,” “bad,” or “lacking.” Performance can be better understood by breaking down the particulars of how performance gets measured.


Metrics


To assess performance, we first need metrics, that is, categories of measurement. For example, to measure my performance on the client progress reports I turn in each week at my job, my manager uses the metrics of timeliness, quality, and content. Specifically, my manager assesses:


[image: Images] Whether my report is turned in on time (metric 1)


[image: Images] Whether its quality is good (metric 2)


[image: Images] Whether its content is satisfactory (metric 3)


If my manager were examining my performance in terms of how well I bring in new client business, he would use different metrics, such as the number of new clients I bring to the firm each month.


Standards


In addition to metrics, we need standards. Standards describe the level at which each metric needs to be met for performance to be considered adequate. For example, in order for my performance on progress reports to be satisfactory, my weekly reports have to meet the following standards for timeliness, quality, and content:


[image: Images] They need to be turned in by Friday (standard for metric 1, timeliness).


[image: Images] The data needs to be accurate (standard for metric 2, quality).


[image: Images] They need to cover other content areas such as the number of client interactions, number of completed sales, and my observations about our products (standard for metric 3, content).


If my performance as measured by these metrics meets or exceeds these standards, my manager considers my performance for writing up progress reports to be satisfactory; if my performance in this area falls below these standards, my manager sees my performance as needing improvement.


Without standards, metrics are meaningless. For example, U.S. state troopers measure drivers’ speeds in miles per hour (a metric), but without a standard (a speed limit), officers would be unable to judge whether a driver is obeying the law (or “performing” properly). Just imagine sending a traffic officer out to a city street or highway with a radar gun and asking him to write tickets to speeders without informing the officer of the speed limit in that zone. Should the officer ticket those driving 35 miles an hour? 45 miles an hour? 50 miles an hour? The speeds of drivers would be meaningless to the officer without a standard (speed limit) to judge their performance/behavior (speed) against. It’s the same for managers who want to assess their employees’ performance. Managers need to know not only what metrics should be used to measure employee performance but also what standards are considered acceptable for that performance. Such metrics and standards are necessary to assess an employee’s current performance and thus are prerequisites for using the present model.


LEVELS OF PERFORMANCE


As we begin to see, performance can be labeled by degree (e.g., good versus bad). In developing the Exemplary Performance Model, I have identified four levels of performance:


[image: Images] Lagging


[image: Images] At-standards


[image: Images] Exemplary


[image: Images] Cutting-edge


Lagging Performance


When someone is not consistently executing his key responsibilities at the standards set by a company, that person’s performance is lagging. Let’s look at a restaurant example. If all the waiters at a given restaurant chain are tasked with selling at least two of each menu entrée every night (to reduce food waste) and if the employee you are working with to develop performance sells only one of each entrée every night, his performance is considered lagging (not meeting organizational standards). Lagging performance can occur for any number of reasons: work environment, process, skills and knowledge, or something else. We’ll discuss the seven possible causes (factors) for performance in the next chapter.


At-Standards Performance


At-standards performance occurs when an employee consistently executes his or her key responsibilities in a way that either meets organizational standards or falls slightly above standards. Managers and leaders are typically quite happy when their employees are performing at standards because it means that organizational goals are being met through the employees’ work. One area of performance that is important at my particular job is workshop presentation skills, and one of the metrics used to measure my performance in that area is the ratings I receive from workshop participants on the evaluation form. My performance is considered to be at standards if I receive an average score of 4 on a scale of 1 to 5.


Exemplary Performance


Although at-standards performance is a great place to start, in order to be highly successful, organizations need to learn how to develop their employees to the next level of performance: exemplary performance. With the right tools and guidance, it is completely feasible for organizations to develop exemplary performance in the majority of their employees.


Exemplary performance occurs when an employee consistently executes a key responsibility or task at a level that matches the level of individuals who are considered to be the best in the industry (exemplars). Note that the exemplary level is almost always significantly above the typical standards set by most organizations,1 which tend to define standards on the basis of the average outcomes of all employees. In fact, in my discussions with hundreds of learning and performance professionals, I have yet to see an organization that sets its standards of performance at the exemplary level.


Now, let’s look at an example of exemplary performance. If I regularly score an average of 4.9 on my evaluation reports for workshop presentations, my performance is exemplary because only the best presenters consistently score an overall average of 4.9. Note that bursts of performance significantly above the standard (one presentation with an average evaluation score of 5, compared to most of my performances, if I had an average evaluation score of 3.5, for example) do not make my performance exemplary; only if my performance is consistently at the highest level can it be considered exemplary.





Exemplary performance occurs when an employee consistently executes at a level that matches the level of those who are the best in the industry.





So, in determining whether someone is performing at an exemplary level, we compare her performance to those individuals in the industry who are seen as being best-in-class for that particular task or key responsibility. Note that by using the superlative best, I do not mean to say that only one person in a department can have exemplary performance, but that exemplary performers are the cream of the crop: there can certainly be more than one exemplary performer, but all of these individuals perform significantly above normal standards.


To better understand this idea of best-in-class and cream of the crop, think about professional golfers. Tiger Woods would doubtless be considered an exemplary performer because he consistently performs significantly under par (which is great, in golf). But Tiger Woods is not the only professional golfer who tends to consistently perform under par. There are other golfers who meet this description—such as Vijay Singh and Phil Mickelson—so they are exemplary performers too. As Stanley Eitzen noted, the top one hundred professional golfers play, on average, “within two strokes of each other for every eighteen holes.”2 Though Woods wins a lot of the competitions, many of the other professional golfers on the circuit are exemplary performers as well.


The moral here for the corporate world is that it’s possible to have many exemplary performers on your team, not just one star player. Why “settle” for just Tiger Woods, when you can have Vijay Singh and Phil Mickelson as well? With the right tools and guidance, you can develop many, if not all, of your employees to the exemplary performance level.


Nonetheless, exemplary performance is not common at most organizations. This is not because exemplary performance is infeasible or unattainable but because leaders lack knowledge, tools, and guidance on how to develop exemplary performance in their employees. If you look at highly successful organizations, you will discover that the leaders in those organizations have figured out how to develop exemplary performance in the majority of employees. These exemplary performers drive these organizations forward. For example, Disney invests a lot in its people, is well known for being a great place to work, and has a large number of exemplary performers.3 Disney’s stock also increased in value by 91 percent from 2003 to 2008 as the company’s organizational performance improved.4


The standard of exemplary performance has yet to be embraced throughout the majority of organizations, however. Instead, most organizations set standards on the basis of the average outcomes of all employees, a benchmark that often falls well beneath the exemplary level. As research has shown, people perform up to expectations, so leaders should leverage this reality by expecting excellence during the development process.5 Ask, and ye shall receive.


Cutting-Edge Performance


When performance exceeds even the exemplary level, I call this type of performance cutting edge. Cutting-edge performance is truly rare, but it exists nonetheless. Cutting-edge performance occurs when someone executes his or her key responsibilities in a way that changes one’s view of what people are capable of. Outcomes of cutting-edge performance not only significantly exceed standards (as exemplary performance does), but they raise the standards for what can be expected of people in the future by changing people’s understanding of what can actually be accomplished. In that sense, cutting-edge performance can also be called evolutionary.


A great example of cutting-edge performance occurred when the four-minute mile was broken in the mid-twentieth century. During the first century that times were recorded for the mile for professional runners, times were stuck above four minutes.6 The four-minute mile was said by some to be unbreakable. But in 1954 Roger Bannister of the United Kingdom ran the mile in 3:59.4 minutes. Bannister’s performance was cutting edge. The top runners—those who were already exemplary—would now try to beat a new time standard for the mile, less than four minutes, that was previously thought impossible. This is just one example of how cutting-edge performance both helps standards for performance to evolve and creates new paradigms of performance.


There are techniques for developing cutting-edge performance, but they will not be my focus in this book. Since most organizations hold their employees only to meeting performance standards rather than to significantly exceeding them, I will focus instead on helping you move your employees from at-standards performance to exemplary performance. (Interestingly, cutting-edge performance may occur as a result of attempts to achieve exemplary performance because, when people are striving to match the best of the best, they occasionally end up exceeding the exemplary standard.)



Returns on Investment in Exemplary Performance



Significant returns can be achieved when leaders invest their time, energy, and resources in using the Exemplary Performance Model to develop employees from at-standards to exemplary performance. For example, one particular supervisor in a call center used this model to help his employees more effectively troubleshoot customer issues, which in turn decreased the number of service technician visits to customer homes. This particular performance improvement, which involved only twelve employees, saved the company $10,080 in the first year. If the improvement had also been applied to the other eighty-four employees in the call center, savings would have been $80,640.


Just imagine having a bunch of Tiger Woodses running around your organization. The degree of departmental or organizational success you’d experience would be enormous. As you reflect on your own organization, perhaps you’re starting to see the possibilities for success that the present model can offer your leaders and employees. I’ve seen those possibilities fulfilled after using the model myself many times, and I’ve seen them fulfilled for others after they learned how to use it; I am confident that you will soon see similar success.
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