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‘Performance Management: Panacea or Fool’s Gold? A Reassessment’
Conventional wisdom indicates that engaging in some form of ‘performance management’ is inevitable.   That even though the systems which have been developed are imperfect and expensive, they will remain because neither politicians nor managers are willing to admit to managing without assessing performance.   A case in point here is the Ontario municipal performance management system–which based upon the most recent research, appears to be somewhat flawed and is onerous for small municipalities but because it is enshrined in legislation  is effectively untouchable.   Another is the mandated federal systems which are of questionable use but which are enshrined by TBS and PCO directives.  These systems are imperfect and expensive, and there are cultural, technological and time impediments to the task of managing performance.   But, if you don’t manage on the basis of performance, on what basis do you manage or assess?  We all ask, how are we doing?   



In previous writings on this topic I have addressed issues such as the difference between what A.W. Johnson referred to as formative versus summative forms of performance management (Carroll, 2004; Johnson, 1968); the problems of measurement (Carroll, 2000), the goals of a performance management system as managing the performance of either  personnel or the organization and do so to achieve either greater  accountability or by actually improving performance;  and some of the newer techniques such as ‘management by inquiry’, ‘discursive accountability’ and versions of Mintzberg’s ‘management by walking around’ (Carroll and Dewar, 2002; Carroll, 2006).  In an earlier version of this talk, I focused primarily on the time period by which one should assess performance–a topic I will touch on only briefly today


Today I want to focus on three themes which, I think, are important in developing and maintaining performance management.  For my purposes, today, performance management is considered to be the attempt to improve the performance of a program or policy.   (I try not to use the word ‘system’ as it has connotations of routinization and acronyms which is often one of the worst problems and tends to make the ‘system’ accessible only to the ‘A Team’ or ‘insiders’.)   The first is the issue of the multi-faceted nature of performance, the audience for the measures and the uses to which the measures of performance are going to be put.  The second is the question of who determines what is good performance management?   This is particularly relevant in the case where is performance is not easily determined and there is no particular leadership commitment.   Finally, there is the issue of what is the time period of performance?  Political parties are measured based upon election periods, but the performance of programs and policies can be judged over longer or shorter periods of time.  All of these come together to address the central question is performance management on a widespread basis, worth the cost?


Before going on, I should point out that I am not an expert on performance management at any particular level.  I have done research on attitudes towards it among field level public servants–which were pretty uniformly negative.  But most of my experience has been either at the theoretical level or within developing countries primarily Botswana, Ghana and Mauritius.  Some of the more sophisticated developing countries have been quite adept at either ignoring or dismantling performance management procedures which involved assessing individual performance when it was culturally unacceptable to do so (United Nations, 2005).  For example, in countries with a high respect  for age, where it is not considered appropriate for a younger boss to assess an older subordinate.  Or, in ethnically diverse countries (Polidano, 2001).  As one young woman put it, ‘as a Hindu woman, I cannot tell a Muslim man that he is not performing well!’   In the particular countries of these example, Ghana and Mauritius, they have largely retained a seniority based, progress through ranks appraisal system.   

1.  Multi-faceted programs and policies: multi-faceted performance management

Most programs and policies have multiple goals, often ones which are mutually conflicting.  It is axiomatic, then, that there is a need for multiple measures to assess them.  At the same time, there are different constituencies interested in the programs and policies–politicians, senior management, the media, the public, the clients, various partners and funding agencies or, most importantly, the program managers themselves. Each of them may be interested in a different aspect of performance.  Some in efficiency, others in effectiveness or equity or improvement, the list can go on.  No one measure can meet all of the requirements.


There are many similarities to the advantages and disadvantages of cost/benefit analysis.  It is nice to be able to bring everything down to one number, but a lot is lost in the aggregation and translation.  Multiple goals and constituencies require different measures. 

 
This is less of a problem in some programs than others.  Part of the reason that performance management has been more successful at the municipal and hard service level is that there are often technical aspects of the service which can be agreed upon.  When you get into softer or more complex services, or policies with low levels of compression i.e., it takes longer for the effects to be seen, measurements and agreement become more difficult. 


There are also multiple uses.  In some cases the intent is to determine accountability, in others improvement.  In one cases the question might be ‘Who authorized this’?  In another it might be ‘Who should authorize it in the future?’   Finally, there is the old bugbear of using performance management in order to appraise the performance of individuals.  For many years I opposed this, using the old line ‘a dog won’t bring you the stick that you will beat it with’, and also because of a concern that it would lead to goal displacement.  The employee’s goal would become to meet the performance target–not to necessarily do a good job.  But the recent spectacle of managers being paid millions of dollars in performance bonuses for driving the firms they were managing into bankruptcy has changed my mind.  Why not assess someone on the basis of the job they are doing, and reducing their pay if they are not doing it well? (Pearce, 1989).  This in organization theory is referred to as an ‘attention getting device’.  The threat of losing your pay cheque may focus your attention.   But, then, who determines the quality of  performance, and over what time frame?  This brings me to my next two points.

2. Who Assesses the Performance and Determines the Measures 

In study after study, it has become clear that top down determinants of performance do not work because they lack legitimacy and resonance (Boschken, 1994; Nicholson-Crotty et al., 2006).  Standards have to make sense and should not be imposed.  At the same time, there has to be a buy-in from all levels of the organization.  This is difficult.  Too often performance management is seen as something for the rest of the organization–not the senior managers.  They may have performance contracts–but they are perceived as being different.  


If the system is going to work, it must be undergoing continual evaluation and change to remain relevant.  The program has to be simple and comprehensible.  This does not mean that there cannot be considerable complexity going into the development of the various indicators, but it should be clear what the indicator is for and how it will be interpreted and used.    



Next, the program must be flexible rather than routinized.  This is counter-intuitive, as resistance to change or uncertainty avoidance is one of the most strongly perceived characteristics of the modern public organization.  As one problem is solved, the performance of some other part of the program may have to take precedence, or, as the external environment changes, both the programme and the indicators may have to adapt to the new environment.  Indicators that are monitoring ‘old’ problems, or problems which have been resolved, do not necessarily help with today’s problems and can contribute to drift as performance management indicators focus on the t-1 conditions.  


In organization theory there is a well-known concept called ‘Camping on Seesaws’ (Hedburg, et al.,1976).  The idea behind this concept is that change must be so constant that change becomes the routine and is routinized.  As a result, employees cease to be afraid of change because it has become the norm.  If performance management is to work, it must follow this pattern.  Every program will be different, there is no template, no ‘one best way’, and today’s indicators will not be next week’s, but they may be next year’s again.  The people involved with service delivery must be continually tinkering with the indicators.  
Finally, the program must be driven as much from the bottom as the top of the organization.  With all due respect, senior managers tend to have notoriously short attention spans.  Having put out one fire, they are off to the next, leaving in place for the rest of the organization, for example,  the newly introduced performance management system, which put out that first fire.  Years later, the service delivery staff may be reporting on atrophied performance management indicators which no one has used for anything for a long time (Carroll and Siegel, 1999: Chapter 6).   But if the program is legitimate to those looking at it from below, and the service delivery staff can see the utility of each indicator as a means of improving their work, the system can become self-sustaining and of long term utility.   


 This brings me to the question on which I have been working for the last few months.  How do you deal with maintaining a performance management system geared to improvement, and accountability when there is no commitment, or no leadership?  Within municipalities or police and in some provincial departments there is a shared culture and it is likely that those at the senior levels once were involved with program delivery (Bierling, Carroll and Rosenblatt, 2000; Bierling, Carroll and Kpessa, 2009).  This is not true at the large provincial or federal level, or even at the larger municipal level.    There is a disconnect between service delivery and the senior levels of the organization.   The ‘performance management system’ has often been mandated from outside the organization or from staff levels within.  There is no commitment to it, and often the managers themselves see it as having little legitimacy.  How does one overcome this problem?


Logic would indicate that the least amount of attention should go to maintaining the system.  But, there is still the feeling (or imperative) that good management should consider performance.  The answer seems to lie in dual or formal/informal approaches.  In looking at how performance was actually rather than formally considered this is what I have found.  Lip service is paid to the flawed, expensive formal system and a lively informal system prevails.   It is expensive, it is messy but it seems to work.  Finally, the last question.

3. Over What Time Period?
 Often we think in terms of monthly, quarterly or annual reports.  This may work for some programs but in others it takes much longer periods of time to determine how well the program or policy is performing.  On the other hand, waiting too long means that the moving target of policy has moved on.  In the end, the appropriate time period is probably different for different policies or programs, for each constituency, and for different goals.   Which again brings us to the nub of the issue, performance management is not in the end about measurement or indicators, it is about management.   

In conclusion, I will try to answer the question raised in the title of this talk.    After ten years, and probably as no surprise, I reach the same conclusion today as I did previously.  Performance management is neither a panacea nor ‘fool’s gold’.  It can be an effective management tool, if used with discretion and sensibility, if the system remains flexible and not routinized and larded with acronyms, if it is evaluated often, if it is culturally sensitive, if the time period is relevant for the program or policy, and there are enough resources to afford the system being used–whether it is an elaborate one or one that is ‘cheap and dirty’.  It can work, even if the senior management of the organization ‘could care less’, if the people using it can see the reason for it.   The problem, of course, is that it tends to go against both human nature and organizational dynamics to achieve these many ‘ifs’–but there is no great harm in continuing to try.  
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