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Mrs. Grainger hands over her baton 
volunteers create the tools 

Helen Kelly 
 

 

For a move to High Performance, the Partnership would need... 

• a plan for communicating the idea 

• a list of core behaviours 

• tools for conducting the assessment itself 

• tools for managing performance based on assessment 

 

Mrs. Grainger thought that Partners in the field would be best placed to create the tools that would 
redirect energies and correct the deficits. She decided to recruit volunteers from amongst the ranks of 
middle management to identify the core behaviours and develop the tools for communicating and 
conducting Performance Management. She did this intuitively, she says, and in this writer’s view the plan 
in its entirety was a stroke of genius. 

• Instead of conducting an audit on what was wrong, Ms. Grainger set sights on a future 
goal – that of becoming a High Performance Organisation. The gaps would show up, but 
in the context of moving ahead rather than as an act of accusation and blame. 

• Instead of management delivering wisdom in the form of a Performance Management 
Plan, Ms. Grainger allowed the working group to reveal their starting point. Thus she 
created opportunity for engagement and for volunteer Partners to take responsibility and 
make decisions. Thereby, she minimised the risk of false starts or moving too quickly. 

• By asking for volunteers, Ms. Grainger could identify the early adopters – those who 
embrace innovation before there’s proof of success. Thereby she could identify those 
with potential for leadership, what risks were acceptable at the outset, and the language 
that would best communicate the ideas and goals. 

• If the volunteers said things straight, there would be much less resentment (displaced 
fear of uncertainty and change) than if management Partners said things directly. 

 

The Teams comprised twenty Partners from fourteen of the twenty six branches in a variety of positions 
including selling, sales supporting, personnel, section managers and department managers. 



   

 

2 of 3 
 

The first time we met, I asked Geraldine whether she’d actually allowed the 
Teams to make all the decisions. After all, what if they planned something she 
believed might not work; might be a blind alley or a dead end. She said she’d 
made a commitment to give the Teams both responsibility AND authority – both 
behaviours she hoped that all Partners would embrace. If they asked questions, 
she coached and guided, as she hoped that Partners would ultimately do. She 
stuck to her guns and the resulting Tools and plans were entirely theirs. 
Geraldine described her approach. 

“I wanted volunteers because I wanted people genuinely interested in 
performance,” Geraldine explained. “I made it clear this was not a way  
to improve one’s career; rather it was a Working Group that could  
make a difference. 

  

 

  
“I believed they’d grab the chance to be involved in making a difference, being creative, and most of all 
having the authority and responsibility to get the job done their way. After all, there aren’t many people 
that don’t really want to play a part in improving their business. 

“We – or rather they – ran a gap analysis to identify what needed to change. They discussed what John 
Lewis would look like if it were a High Performance Organisation – how Partners at all levels would be 
performing, and what the impact would be on their colleagues and, of course, their customers. They 
compared that with how John Lewis was operating at that time. 

Then at a meeting they created a profile of the problem, and said it out loud. 

 



   

 

This is the second of five articles in the John Lewis Series. 

TWM is a web-enabled provider of practical management education 
www.theworkingmanager.com helen.kelly@theworkingmanager.com 
 

 

3 of 3 
 

• Mediocrity of performance 

• People underachieving, albeit with good intentions 

• Lack of understanding of what constituted excellence 

• Forgiving poor performance 

• Little observation and feedback 

 

• Everyone agreed to reset the clock in terms of expectations – and in terms of how 
managers manage performance. They would discourage the words poor performance 
and focus on people’s strengths. 

 

“I knew there were gaps in performance measures, behaviours, job descriptions and appraisals but I 
wanted to start with brainstorming, intuition and vision. We’d have to be clear about where we were going 
and what we were trying for before we could develop the right tools.” 

“I wanted each person in the Working Group to release ideas and not be afraid of saying it like it is. Then 
we’d get a true picture of the organisation, and we’d know a lot about what we needed to do and what 
tools to use.” 

“What emerged was a set of behaviours that needed changing. Whenever someone mentioned 
competencies, they said, “No, it’s behaviours; we’ve got the competence – it’s the desired behaviour we 
need to clarify. That’s what will help us achieve a High Performance Organisation.” 

They decided to form breakout groups 

• Job descriptions 

• Behaviours 

• Performance Measures 

• Appraisals 

 

“The job descriptions became a generic list of priorities. The appraisals listed six areas of behaviours. 
There were hours and hours of discussion in which I did not take part. I was not involved in the analysis of 
the information or the decisions about what, why and how to create the tools to build and assess 
performance.” 

 

 


