Talking About Performance – How to Wave Your Magic Wand
By Ron Drew Stone, 4 June, 2010 
Beth, the manager of customer service operations, has requested a meeting with Kevin, the training director, to discuss training for her eighteen supervisors.  She begins the meeting by asking; “What leadership training do you have for supervisors that will only take one-day of their time?”  She never mentions any performance issues but seems focused on getting some type of training for her supervisors that will consume only one-day.  It appears that Kevin is being asked to provide a listing of possible courses that can be delivered in one-day so that Beth can select the most attractive choice.
The above scenario is typical of what trainers often experience.  Clients do not always understand the performance issues that trainers need to address so that the delivery will fit the need and achieve the performance results that satisfy everyone.  Talking with clients about performance can be difficult because the client often comes to us with a solution already in mind.  She is fixed on training and often she is not even sure of the end-in-mind.  Clients often think that all of the questions have been answered and it is our job to simply respond with the delivery.  
How can we keep the Beth satisfied and at the same time get her to focus on addressing performance and the end-in-mind?   First we must accept that it is our job to gain cooperation from our client.  Then we must learn to conduct performance discussions like the great Maestro who waves his wand while conducting the orchestra with graceful ease.  When engaging a client who has a training request, training professionals must develop the habits to gracefully deal with two key challenges. 

The first challenge - Keeping the client at ease

A great Maestro knows how to keep his orchestra at ease.  The professional trainer must also know how to keep clients at ease.  Beth, like most clients, has three major concerns when asking the training department for services.  

1. The training will take her people off the job and disrupt the work.  Therefore she wants it  done quickly

2. When the trainer begins asking questions, she becomes concerned that she will not get what she wants 

3. She is concerned that the trainer will want to conduct a needs assessment. Her experience tells her that this will probably take a long time and it may disrupt the work unnecessarily

The trainer’s first job is to create a comfort zone for the client.  Quickly let her know that we will address her needs and deliver a successful program.  Certainly the trainer immediately becomes concerned about watering down the course and uncertainty about the expected results.  But these concerns must take a back seat until later in the conversation.  Job one is to let Beth know that her needs will be met efficiently and effectively and in a manner that is convenient for her and her team.  Here is one way to follow-up on Beth’s request about wanting a one-day leadership program.  

Beth, I am sure we can deliver a quality program that meets your expectations.  Tell me more about what you expect and the results you want so that we can customize this leadership program to suit your needs and the needs of your supervisors.  

At this point we cannot be sure about how Beth may respond.  Her idea of results may still be a one-day program that is delivered two weeks from now and minimizes disruption in the work setting.  We should not settle on an appropriate solution without first knowing what the performance expectations are for Beth’s supervisors.  So how do we get Beth to change her frame of reference so that she talks about performance instead of talking about the training?  This leads us to the second challenge; influencing a discussion that focuses on performance. 

The second challenge - Influencing a focus on performance
The accomplished Maestro is able to keep the orchestra in harmony and move smoothly through a musical piece.  Before providing some tips on how to keep our client discussion going smoothly while reframing the discussion toward performance, let’s review the performance- centered framework in Figure 1.  It is important to understand this framework because it is provides the context and focal point of how we talk performance with clients.






Figure 1. Performance-Centered Framework

The performance-centered framework is a guide to help interested parties to discuss performance requirements of mutual interest and make decisions regarding desired performance, business outcomes, and appropriate performance solutions. The framework helps to: 
· Think about and discuss performance in the proper context    

· Frame the right questions to analyze performance deficiencies, identify the desired performance, and develop strategies on how to close a performance gap and get results   

· Identify performance objectives and measures for projects and performance solutions  

· Communicate with clients, team members, training suppliers, and others to negotiate expectations and determine readiness needs

The three elements of the framework in Figure 1 are: Business outcomes, Execution in the work setting, and Performance readiness. The long and short of it is; Performance readiness influences the desired Execution and Execution in turn influences the desired Business outcome.
The business outcome category refers to how the business will benefit when performers execute as expected.   This includes key performance indicators and other business measures that represent the end-in-mind such as:
· Reducing the cost of doing business    

· Improving the profitability of the business (quality of funding for nonprofits)  

· Improving the quality (effectiveness) of the organization’s business products, processes, and services    

· Increasing the output (quantity) of products and services (sales, products manufactured, products delivered, orders filled, etc.)    

· Improving the time (efficiency) to complete tasks (output) and business processes, address and correct problem areas, and service the customer

· Sustaining or exceeding the service levels expected by customers

There are additional categories of outcome measures and many measures within each category depending on how they are uniquely defined by each organization.  Business outcomes should be the ultimate goal of any training program or performance solution.  One of the things we would like for Beth to do is to pinpoint how the leadership training will influence the key performance measures in her unit.  More on this later!  
Execution in the work setting is the most important category of the performance framework in Figure 1 because unless people perform, the business outcome (end-in-mind) will not be achieved.   Execution is the secret sauce.  It identifies what a specific population should be doing or not doing (behavior), and how individual or team performance may influence the status of one or more desired business outcomes.  

Execution is the performance of the work itself, the work processes, and how people go about doing it.  So when a client wants training for her team, it is quite natural and necessary to have a discussion about what people should be doing differently.  When we meet with Beth, after we have established a comfort zone for her, our primary goal should be to get her to talk about execution.  Only when we know her expectations about execution can we determine how to design or customize the best solution.  Here is one way to steer Beth away from the content of the training and toward her expectations of performance (execution).  

Beth, we want this one-day leadership training to give you the best opportunity for success.     Tell me please, what are three things that you would like to see your supervisors doing differently when they complete the leadership training? And why do you think they are not doing these three things now?    

Note that we are moving Beth toward a discussion about execution and not about business outcomes.  The reason is because almost all clients (managers) can easily discuss execution.  It is what they know best about their team and their unit.  Managers are comfortable talking about execution (what she wants her people to do; what they are not doing effectively now, etc).   Once Beth begins talking about execution, we should keep asking her questions until we have sufficient information to determine the best solution.   Also, once the execution requirements are clarified it is much easier for the client to discuss and identify the linkage to business outcomes. 

When the timing is right, we can ask Beth what business outcomes are likely to be improved when the supervisors change their behavior.   Once Beth is comfortable with our line of questioning and she has a keen awareness that we are going to provide an effective solution, we may even be bold enough to ask; “Beth, can I meet with five or six of your supervisors to get their perspective?”
When we seek Beth’s approval to talk with her supervisors, we need to remember that we have her in a comfort zone.  We must keep her there just as the Maestro keeps his orchestra at ease.  We should be quick to say, “We will only take about 30 minutes with each supervisor and we will go where they are located.  Here are the questions we will ask and why we need to ask them.  We can also get some idea of the issues they are facing and build these issues into team problem solving sessions.” 
In summary, as we discuss training needs with a client, we must keep her comfortable so that she feels we are going to address her issues.  We use the performance-centered framework to guide the client toward the category where we need information.   We can start anywhere in the framework, but eventually we must guide her to discuss execution and business outcomes.  Then we can better address an appropriate readiness solution.  Moving the discussion up and down and back and forth in this framework is a learned skill that will pay dividends to the accomplished trainer.  You will be able to manage the needs assessment and performance conversation like the Maestro controls the orchestra with his wand.  
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