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Introduction & Overview

During my recent Corporate Appraisal Target Review meeting with my line manager she made the mistake of giving me enough time to prepare a list of statements that reflected what I thought I had learnt over the past year.  I had, of course, also attended the University of Glamorgan/Virtual Staff College’s Education Management Development Programme for middle managers over the same period. The statements reflected my thoughts and feelings after experiencing management in a local government context in the 21st century:

· “A lot of the time I resent being held responsible for other adults’ behaviour.”

·  “Many people are self-interested”

· “People’s emotional sensitivities get in the way of doing the job of meeting children’s needs”

· “Job security and reward are not related to competency.”

· “The political and financial override the principles that underpin the public service ethic”

Being an outstanding manager she listened with seeming equanimity to this list and then pointed out that I had in fact learnt about leadership in the real world of local government and was, in fact, much better at operating in this world than I had been a year ago.  

The conversational technique she used is called reframing and has been developed mainly by therapists within the systemic traditions; however, I suspect it has been a technique used, amongst others, unconsciously by highly competent leaders for thousands of years.  In this case it was used with conscious competence because both of us are by training effective professional psychologists.

This pre-amble is by way of introduction to the main theme of this project, which is that effective performance management is an ongoing conversation between a person or people in a leadership role with those they are leading.  The aim of the conversation is to socially construct a shared understanding about the objectives of the organisation and how to achieve them within a set of guiding principles and ethical practices. In other words the main acts of a manager or leader are “acts of speech”.  

As a practicing psychologist, I am aware through my professional training that talking is an act designed to influence what others are thinking or doing.  Therefore managers are, through what they say and do, creating a culture within the group or team they are leading, which enables people to think about their jobs in a certain way, and effective managers help people think about their jobs in such a way that their actions are more effective at meeting the organisation’s aims.  

The Audit Commission Summary Report (2004) on the Wales Programme for Improvement indicated it was pleased with signs that performance management cultures were embedding themselves in many Local Authorities. However, it did highlight areas of corporate risk which included leadership and management capability/capacity.  

The Audit Commission report went on to suggest that there was “still some way to go before….” performance management could become fully effective.

“The reporting of performance and progress with action plans needs to become a regular feature for both managers and elected members.  Managerially, performance information needs to be used much better in connection with staff appraisal and development to deal with individual under-performance or to recognise good performance.”

The emphasis is on assessing a Local Authority’s “fitness to achieve continuous improvement”.  From this assessment the Authority and its regulators must identify areas of risk and create an improvement plan.

The National Performance Indicators for Wales are designed to provide measurable indicators of how an Authority is doing.  Authorities are then compared with each other either through bench marking clubs or in league tables which place the Authority in one of four quartiles.

This indicates a “rational model” of performance management that underpinned the previous Best Value initiative (Boyne, 1999):

1. review current objectives and performance

2. set targets for future performance

3. select a course of action to achieve those targets

4. monitor progress towards the set targets.

My argument, though, is that performance management is not a culture in itself; it is a tool, amongst others, used to create and maintain a culture.  Performance management frameworks are in fact a way of structuring conversations about organisational aims and a person’s role in meeting those strategic aims.  It is not the target setting and reviewing twice a year that enables a person to work more effectively; it is the day to day conversations that managers have with their team, the role modelling they use, the expert knowledge they show.  

Further more making performance management the culture of the organisation presents significant risks.

If performance management becomes the culture of an organisation then it becomes what people talk and think about and therefore their world of work.  When they think about their jobs they think about how to achieve targets not how to do their job.  They prioritize those actions that go to meeting their targets, which may take away time from actually providing a quality service to the local community.  Meeting the target becomes the “most important thing”.

The most important thing to the National Assembly for Wales (NAfW) in this respect is “the achievement of the delivery of high quality services to the public which meet identified needs.”  Yet the definitions of targets often have a tenuous relationship to the quality of services and sometimes the targets, or actions to achieve those targets, are antithetical to providing a quality service.    The target may by definition miss out large sections of the client group.  The emphasis on measurable outcomes and monitoring progress through the gathering of data also creates paper work and processes which in themselves are time consuming and take away valuable resources which could go to meeting clients’ needs.    

Boyne (1999) adds further concerns about using centrally specified targets which may “distort local authority behaviour and undermine local democratic accountability”.  The competition generated by placing Authorities in a top, upper, lower or bottom quartile can also militate against co-operation between Authorities when planning or developing services.

This is not to say that gathering data and other evidence or setting targets is necessarily a bad thing.  However, if we risk that what we talk and think about becomes our world (Hammond, 1998) we need to be very careful that we gather information and set targets/objectives that reflect the kind of world of work we are trying to create in the public sector.

The IQEA project (Harris & Hopkins, 2001) proposes another kind of model of performance management which aims to build the capacity for school improvement.  This model contrasts with the rational planning model although elements are similar.

Hopkins emphasises processes of:

· Data analysis and interpretation

· Critical friendship

· Training and staff development

· Enquiry and reflection

· Networking and dissemination

These processes run in parallel.  The critical friend in particular needs interpersonal and group skills, “which could be recognised as the province of counselling”.  These include reflecting back, reformulating (reframing), accepting, challenging and confronting.

These are all conversational techniques designed to shift the way the listener is thinking about a situation so they are more able to deal with it.

The IQEA model also draws heavily on action research models and the idea of individual and group inquiry and reflection which allow, teachers in this case, to “converse with the context” (Schon, 1983).

This model of performance management encourages staff to be reflective practitioners, enquiring into their work and better ways of doing it. It creates a culture of learning and co-operation.  It spreads ownership of problems across an organisation and reduces defensiveness whilst at the same time increasing creativity and readiness to act to solve them.

There are of course dangers to this model.  Staff can get caught up in their own initiatives without reference to the main goals of the organisation.  You can also get a proliferation of initiatives.  Hopkins suggests working in small groups or cadres to investigate an issue which should contain staff from all levels of the organisation.  However, it can be hard to enable these groups to work in such a way that all members have an equal voice.

It is quite feasible to run both models simultaneously; the rational planning process giving direction to the enquiries and reflection of staff members.  However, I would argue that it is the processes embedded in the IQEA model which emphasise intra-personal as well as inter-personal reflection (conversation) that creates a culture of learning and continuous improvement within an organisation.

Theoretical Perspectives

As Kurt Lewin probably said, “There’s nothing quite as practical as a theory”, so it is probably worth saying a little more about the theories that have informed these reflections.  

In particular it is the ideas that underpin social constructionism (Berger & Luckmann, 1979; Cambell, 2000) and systemic thinking that have influenced my thinking about performance management.  This is unsurprising as they are also the theories used by educational psychologists to make sense of the complex and dynamic organisations they work in and with everyday; usually better known as “schools” “families” and “LEAs”.

In short systemic thinking sees organisations as systems of inter-related parts which interact in such a way that changes in one part will have an impact, through the relations between the parts, on the working of the whole system.  Further more systemic theorists emphasise that organisations evolve a unique culture over a period of time.  The word “culture” here refers to the shared meanings and understanding created by the ongoing dialogue of people within the system.  An organisation’s culture is therefore a social constructed reality within a system that allows people to see and interpret particular events in distinctive ways.  
Systemic thinking tries to identify and make explicit the patterns of belief/meaning that influence people’s actions within a system.  Social constructionism, however, tries to explain how these patterns of meaning and action are develop.

The central premise of social constructionism is that “reality is socially constructed” (Berger & Luckmann, 1979) and the medium for constructing reality is language.  This is a fundamental shift from a traditional view of language as representing some kind of external reality consisting of observable facts and meanings existing “out there”.  Rather language is used to enable us to engage in social relations by enabling us to negotiate meanings and thereby influence actions. (Cambell, 2000; Gergen, 1994).

The logical conclusion is that organisations, such as LEAs, are socially constructed on a daily basis by the interactions of individual employees with each other.  They are “communities of meaning” that are constantly changing and re-inventing themselves.  Therefore to manage the performance of an organisation requires managers to first recognise their part in the dialogues they have, which influence how people think about their jobs in relation to the rest of the organisation.   

Managers are also invested with some power and authority as part of their “position” in an organisation and therefore need to recognise the responsibility that comes with this power to guide the nature of the conversations taking place within their sphere of influence.  As Campbell (2000) puts it….“Some words or ideas are more successful in helping us to cope with life.”
Campbell goes further in suggesting that employees should be appraised on their ability to generate helpful dialogue within an organisation.  From this perspective then performance management is about managing the dialogue that takes place in an organisation and calling employees to account for their part in contributing to the social construction of the organisation.  The focus of performance management conversations moves away from setting and reviewing targets which are thought to capture some externally observable and measurable reality.   Rather the conversation should be about what the employee can contribute to the dialogues they take part in within their role in the organisation. 

Not surprisingly workers within the socially constructionist perspective have tried to develop conversational tools that enable people to cope with their lives better.  Of note here are the techniques, which have been used by David Cooperrider (Cooperrider & Whitney, 1999) to develop the process of Appreciative Inquiry.  Hammond (1998) lists the assumptions of Appreciative Inquiry:

· In every society, organisation or group, something works.

· What we focus on becomes our reality.

· The language we use becomes our reality.

· Reality is created in the moment, and there are multiple realities.

· The act of asking questions of an organisation or group influences the group in some way.

· People have more confidence and comfort to journey to the future when they carry forward parts of the past.

· If we carry forward parts of the past, they should be what is best about the past.

· It is important to value differences.

Hammond contrasts the Appreciative Inquiry approach with a more traditional problem solving model.

Problem Solving
Appreciative Inquiry

Identification of problem 
Discovery

Appreciating and valuing the best of what is already there

Analysis of causes
Dream

Envisioning what might be through dialogue about ideals interwoven with actual experiences

Analysis of possible solutions
Design

Crafting an organisation in which positive ideals and experiences are alive in the organisation’s, strategies, processes, systems, decisions and collaborations

Action Planning
Destiny

Inviting action to realise the Dream and Design

As can be seen the Appreciative Inquiry approach contrasts strongly with the Audit Commission’s perspective which concentrates on gathering data about performance, identifying “risks” in an LEA, setting and reviewing targets, and planning action to meet the set targets. It assumes there is an observable external entity called an LEA on which data can be gathered.

Appreciative Inquiry on the other hand emphasises dialogue, at all levels of the organisation, which focuses on instances when something was done well rather than on what is being done badly.  This allows people then to draw lessons from those instances when designing future ways of working.  If the Appreciative Inquiry approach becomes embedded in the organisation’s way of doing things then it influences the kinds of conversations that take place in that organisation shifting the emphasis from problem solving to appreciation of what is going well and how that can influence where we go in the future.

Appreciative Inquiry can seem too positive particularly to jaded managers like me.  It does not seem to recognise that some employees may be sceptical or even cynical in their actions.  This is where I feel Campbell’s ideas are important, which stem from the wide clinical experience of systems theorists.  He emphasises the political nature of organisations, that groups of staff have vested interests which may not be in line with the goals of the organisation and unhelpful conversations take place between staff that need challenging.

What I have learnt?

These reflections were prompted by the need to write a performance management policy for staff in the Education Otherwise Than At School Team, most of whom are under teachers pay and conditions. This project was managed using the technique of Logical Framework Analysis (Appendix 1). The NAfW have produced guidance and model policies which reflect the rational planning model of performance management within principles of accountability, equity and fairness.  Therefore, it is a fairly simple matter to draft the policy in accordance with the guidelines and implement after a period of consultation.

However, the theoretical approaches outlined above suggest that an ongoing piece of work is the monitoring and guiding of the conversations that are taking place within the team so that people are able to think about their jobs in more helpful ways.  This requires on going supervision and a development of key managers understanding of the theory behind the challenging and guiding of conversations.  It also suggests that staff should be encouraged to inquire, with each other into their own working practices, looking at what is being done well and using this information to design better futures for the children and young people we work with.

On the other hand I have very real concerns about the capacity or motivation of middle managers in Local Government to act reflectively rather than reactively, particularly in sensitive areas with high levels of conflict such as special educational needs and emotional and behavioural difficulties.  The well documented phenomenon of burn-out is not dealt with by better organisation/management skills, especially with the emphasis on meeting performance targets, now often related to pay, in an increasingly litigious environment and high levels of scrutiny. 

Appreciative Inquiry teaches that our world is the one we think and talk about.  At the moment talking and thinking in Local Authorities is about performance, efficiency and scrutiny within constrained budgets, rather than talk about the principles and ethos of public service which underpin high quality, timely services to the local community.  We are developing a performance management culture rather than a culture of public service.  This means we are concerned about how we are doing compared to other authorities, measured by a set of National Performance Targets that relate only tentatively to the services people receive.  Managers will therefore develop strategies to meet the targets, not to provide high quality services.
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Appendix 1

Project Matrix

Narrative Summary
Indicators
Means of Verification
Assumptions

1. Goal

To seek to continually improve the standards of teaching and learning across the EOTAS Team
· Literacy, numeracy attainments.

· Measures of attendance, re-integration and behaviour

· SATs results

· Results of externally accredited qualifications such as GCSE
· Baseline assessments and subsequent assessments.

· Attendance records.

· Published results reported on.


Baseline assessment is in place

Schools provide adequate information on referral



2. Purpose

To design and implement clear, coherent and equitable performance management procedures across the EOTAS Team.
· Policy and procedures in place


Written policy and procedures available for scrutiny.


3. Outputs

a. Individual CPD needs are identified in the context of the wider team, service and departmental needs and from this information Service, Team and individual training plans are developed.

b. Staff’s performance is appraised and targets are set.

c. Individual workplans are set using Team and Centre action plans as guides, so that staff know how their work contributes to the vision and objectives of the Team.

d. Staff have clear job descriptions that reflect the work they do.

e. Induction is offered to new staff and staff taking on new responsibilities, so they are better able to carry out their duties.

f. Staff are provided with regular supervision meetings with their line manager.

g. The quality of teaching and learning is monitored effectively and contributes to the appraisal of staff.


· Staff CPD records

· Service, Team and indivdual training plans.

· Staff appraisal records

· Team, Centre and individual work plans

· Copies of job descriptions and review meeting records

· Induction plans available in each Centre

· Supervision minutes

· Schedules of classroom observation.
Records job descriptions and plans available for scrutiny.


Staff are keen to take part in CPD and appraisal and do not view it defensively.

Updated job descriptions are available

Staff welcome classroom observation as an opportunity.

4. Activities

a. Read documentation on School Performance Management Policies.

b. Meet with LEA advisory staff

c. Write policy and procedures

d. Put for consultation with Management Committee and staff

e. Redraft if necessary

f. Start cycle of planning, target setting, monitoring and review


· Policy and procedures are written.

· EOMC meeting minutes

· Consultation feedback records

That time is prioritised for this task over other priorities.
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