
 
 

Top Tips For Managing Performance Improvement 

 

Helen Kelly  

Performance Improvement is a popular management tool for 
measuring the gap between where you are and where you’d like 
to be. You may want a faster response from the IT service, 
improvements in the system for monitoring animals, or more 
communication across teams. Or, you may aim to improve 
performance at an organisational level: for examples, a culture of 
open communication and innovation, contribution to knowledge, 
or improved public perception. 

In some cases Performance Improvement starts with numbers—
for example, turnover figures, animal health, or equipment life—
and sometimes managers use more intuitive measures. Ed Muzio, 
an authority on how to improve output and author of the award-
winning Make Work Great, proposes that just six factors enhance 
chances of improving performance no matter the size of 
employee group, measurement tools or nature of the change. The 
factors are Purpose, Impact, Incentive, Progress, Resources, and 
Capability. As you consider a performance improvement you 
might like to initiate, here’s how you can put these six factors to 
work. 

What are we going to do? Be specific about the purpose. When 
you explain the purpose, draw a high-level yet detailed picture. 
What would it take to achieve the goal? What will individuals do? 
Will it affect the current work patterns? How long will it take? 
Should you phase the activities? Who needs to know along the 
way? Will anyone object? 

Why does this matter here? Set out the potential for impact on 
the organisation. Develop your thoughts about how each job 
affects the organisation and the individuals—and how enhanced 
output might improve work life for the individuals or strengthen 
the organisation’s potential. Incorporate this in your presentation; 
it is one part of setting the context. 
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Why does this matter to me? Consider the variety of incentives 
for work and include them when you present the project plan. 
The second part of context setting is explaining why it will matter 
to individuals who will help make the change. Understand what 
motivates the employees to work hard and persevere with 
passion, not simply with dedication. Yes, money is often an 
incentive. They are paid to do their job. Yet there are usually 
other reasons they come to work—personal ones. They might find 
the work enjoyable or exciting. It may be in line with their talents 
or a step along a career path they’ve chosen. The money is an 
extrinsic reward; the personal ones are intrinsic and typically 
stronger incentives. When asking people to improve performance, 
remember to check that you are offering more than simply better 
numbers or possibility of salary increases. 

Will I be able to tell if I’m getting there? Encourage employees to 
monitor progress. There’s a built-in human drive to improve—and 
to monitor progress along the way. So, make sure your 
performance improvement plans include benchmarks or 
milestones—and if it’s pertinent, a list of deliverables along with a 
reporting and review schedule. It is much easier to correct a 
course early than blame someone if you end up missing the mark. 

Then manage the process: keep track of progress points; help 
steer someone who’s moving off course; praise someone moving 
toward success. Once again, be specific: Good job, Susan is always 
welcome; Glad to see those new cages in place is even better. And 
please note: employees will be aware of progress at a more 
granular level and will monitor progress much more frequently 
than the official plan calls for. Encourage everyone to monitor 
progress and see that they have some plans for doing so. 

Do I have what I need to complete the project? Check the 
availability of resources. Confirm that you have the resources for 
the entire project. For example, if you want a senior technician to 
improve preventive care for the animals, will that mean more 
staff, altered schedules, new software or different equipment? 
Can I afford those? Are there options or other ways to achieve 
this goal? 

Anticipate the resources you’ll need to complete the project. It 
never works out when the plan includes cutting corners. 

Are we equipped to make these improvements? Don’t forget 
about capability. Is everyone involved equipped to play his or her 



part, or will you have some weak links in terms of knowledge, 
skill, capability, and attitudes. Do you have some natural leaders? 
Is there resistance to change you should address before setting 
out to improve output? Will some staff require training, 
education, or development? 

“The organisation is an entity”, observes M. Mari Novak, Partner 
with KNO Worldwide in Bratislava and experienced across Europe, 
Asia, and the US. “We can compare it to a human body. All 
systems working together is perfect health, perfect performance. 
An Olympic medalist has to have all the elements working 
together with very little margin for error; for example, in 
swimming—legs, arms, breathing, plus the processes of diving, 
turning, and compensating for lane selection must all be working 
individually and together”. 

“The continuing effort in organisational performance 
improvement is to keep the worker, the work process, and the 
organisation’s policies and body politic working together, in the 
same direction—just as the swimmer does. Otherwise you may 
find yourself bobbing up and down and side to side instead of 
moving ahead”. 

It is the nature of organisations to slip out of alignment because 
of all the push/pulls in the business environment and the internal 
operations, Novak reminds us. To improve chances for success, 
she encourages managers to balance the big picture with separate 
performance improvement plans—and then to follow through. 
“But it isn’t easy”, she says, “because of the web of influences 
over individual and organisational performance”. 

Cultural factors often influence assumptions, goals, approaches, 
and methodologies. Yuji Sakamoto, Director of Katana 
Performance Consulting, Inc. and Chair of Japan’s International 
Society for Performance Improvement (ISPI) chapter, defines 
performance improvement as a high-level contribution. 

The goal of performance in ISPI Japan Chapter, Yuji says, is to 
make a substantial contribution to our society locally and globally. 
“Society’s goals are more important than our own individually. If 
you are a member of an organisation, you must make a 
contribution to the organization’s strength. If you open your own 
business, you must be clear what you should do. It is necessarily 
true that if the corporate administration focuses on the 



knowledge worker’s performance improvement, also business 
results will improve toward the annual target”. 

“Let’s face it”, Ed Muzio says; “put two or more human beings 
together and things can get complicated. For example, it’s easy to 
speak hypothetically about aligning goals, but actually making it 
happen across different personalities and agendas is far more 
challenging. My best advice is to be overt and transparent when 
discussing each and every one of the six factors for performance; 
then, use those discussions to surface questions and address 
them”. 
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