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Performance Gonsulting:
The Art and the Science

by Dana Gaines Robinson and James C. Robinson

att is frustrated. His client, the director of Customer Service, has

requested refresher training in customer service skills for all employees

who have customer contact. It seems that the customer satisfaction num-

bers are drifting lower. The director wants this refresher training even
though these employees were trained in customer service skills when hired.

Matt’s Dilemma

Matt is convinced that training, by itself, will not give the director the results he
expects. In a meeting with the director, Matt shares his concerns in this manner:
“Before any training is delivered, I need to conduct a performance analysis to deter-
mine the gaps between the desired and current on-the-job behavior of the customer
contact employees. Also, I think it would be best if I do a cause analysis; this will iden-
tify the reasons for the gaps between the desired and current behavior. After that, I'll be
able to recommend appropriate interventions based on the root causes of the gaps.”

The director responds, “In a perfect world, all that may be good to do, but I need action
now—not a bunch of analysis. This training will at least emphasize the importance of
customer service. It certainly won’t hurt.”

What went wrong in this conversation that resulted in the client’s resistance to Matt’s
approach? Matt is experienced in the area of performance improvement. He knows that
refresher training by itself will not solve the director’s problem of falling customer sat-
isfaction ratings. Yet he now is in a position to either deliver the training as requested
or be viewed as nonsupportive by his client.

Let’s look at Matt’s situation in greater detail and why he did not succeed in influenc-
ing the director. His major mistake was that he assumed the role of an expert. He told
the director that a performance and cause analysis was needed before training could be
conducted. He used Human Performance Technology (HPT)-speak, not language famil-
iar to the client. Matt advocated his point of view about what he believed to be best.
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This created resistance in the director, who then pushed
even harder for the training to be conducted. What Matt did
not realize was that performance consulting is both a sci-
ence and an art. The science is the technology of human
performance improvement, such as a performance analysis,
cause analysis, and intervention selection. The art focuses
on the building of strong partnerships with clients—part-
nerships based on credibility, trust, and deep knowledge of
the client’s business.

The Science

In the foreword to the first edition of the Handbook of

Human Performance Technology, Tom Gilbert asks readers

to look at HPT as a science (Stolovitch, 1992). He describes

the characteristics of a science, as it relates to HPT, in this

manner. A science:

e Has clear subject matter—in this case, HPT.

e Simplifies focus—in this case, focuses clearly on
improving human accomplishments.

e Is grounded in measurement—measuring of human per-
formance.

e Is careful of its language—has consistent terminology
that is understood by practitioners in the field.

Certainly this advice by Gilbert has served our field well. Our
profession has followed his advice and created HPT within a
scientific framework. We have used the tools and techniques
of HPT to bring about significant improvement in human per-
formance in our organizations. The techniques and practices
of performance and cause analysis, intervention selection,
and measurement are based on scientific principles. When
used appropriately, the techniques and practices can bring
about sustained changes in human performance and result in
achievement of business and organizational goals.

The Art

But how do we engage managers in HPT principles and tech-
niques? In today’s fast-moving global economy, managers are
under pressure to make quick decisions, take fast action, and
achieve immediate results. To work effectively with these
managers, we must view HPT as both a science and an art.
While the science refers to the practices, tools, and techniques
of HPT, the art refers to how consultants seek to understand
managers’ needs and influence managers to support the use of
HPT. The science is the what; the art is the how.

We have interviewed and observed many performance con-
sultants. Our conclusion is that when consultants develop
strong, positive partnerships with managers, they are more
successful in influencing managers to follow sound HPT
practices. Three factors are essential to building these
strong, collaborative relationships with managers who have
responsibility for business results: access, credibility, and
trust (Robinson & Robinson, 2005).
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Access

Access is identifying and gaining face time with those indi-
viduals who “own” business and performance needs within
the organization you are supporting. The two major ele-
ments of access are identifying your clients and gaining face
time with those individuals.

To have real impact on business results, we need to accu-
rately identify the true client. Not every manager is
responsible for business results, so we must determine who
is accountable for achieving those results. This manager, or
this management team, must have the power or authority to
make things happen, including changing the work environ-
ment. We seek clients who can obtain the resources required
to implement a performance change initiative. Of course,
these clients are part of the chain of command of employees
whose performance must change.

When first assigned to support a business unit, identify the
business leaders who meet these criteria. Gain face time
with these managers. Your goal is to be on their radar screen
when they have a project that involves changing human per-
formance or achieving business goals. Frequent contact with
these managers is essential to maintaining your awareness
of projects just over the horizon. This enables you to be
proactive in the work you do to support client needs.

Once you have identified those business leaders who
should be your clients, how do you gain access? You do this
by initiating contact with the business leaders and setting
up time to meet with them. In these meetings, discuss their
business goals and challenges, not their learning needs.
Focus on the business goals they need to accomplish and
the factors that will help or hinder goal accomplishment.
Although you may mention the purpose and services of
your department, do not make that the primary focus of the
discussion. By focusing on your client’s goals, you demon-
strate that you are interested in and knowledgeable about
that business. This way the client sees you as a resource for
achieving business goals rather than an individual who pro-
vides learning solutions and conducts performance analyse.
We are reminded of an organizational officer who, on con-
cluding this type of conversation with a performance
consultant, remarked, “I get it. You want to learn about my
needs and how you can support me rather than asking me to
learn about your services and how I can use them.”

Performance consultants influence more by what they ask
than by what they tell. By asking questions such as, “How
will that goal impact what you expect the field engineers to
do on the job?” you are influencing your client to think about
job performance, not just about training. When you ask,
“What must the field engineers do more, better, or differently
to achieve that goal?” you are influencing your client to link
human performance to business goals. Asking questions not



only expands your clients’ thinking, but it also positions
you as a person who is interested in and knowledgeable
about their business and goals. As one manager said, “When
meeting with me, the consultant helped me to answer ques-
tions I didn’t even know I had.”

Credibility

Credibility is your client’s confidence in your capability to
deliver results to the business.

When you have developed credibility with your clients,
they are confident you will deliver the agreed-on results,
including the criteria and standards that were discussed.
Your clients believe you will take actions that will have a
positive impact on employee performance and business
results. To gain this credibility, position yourself as a person
who has a deep understanding of your client’s business
goals, challenges, and strategies. When assigned to a project,
demonstrate enthusiasm for the assignment and an eager-
ness to get the project moving quickly. Your client wants
and needs results as soon as possible.

Your credibility will increase when you demonstrate your
willingness to share accountability for the business results
and performance change. Show that you expect to be judged
on results, not just implementation of solutions.
Demonstrate this in conversations with your client by link-
ing your activities within the project to the business results
the client must achieve. A successful performance consul-
tant is a businessperson who happens to specialize in the
human side of the business.

A most critical skill for building credibility is to “connect
the dots” within and across the business unit. One perfor-
mance consultant described it this way: “I talk about
initiatives occurring in another part of the business and
raise questions about the implications of those initiatives
for this business I am supporting.” When connecting the
dots, you demonstrate that you see how the project impacts
not only your client’s business, but also other parts of the
organization.

Trust

Trust is your client’s confidence in your integrity and reliabil-
ity to achieve results in support of the business. You have
developed trust when your clients are confident that your
moral and ethical code supports the values of the business
and reflects how you will implement projects for which you
are accountable. When trust has been developed, clients
believe that the actions you take will be in the best interest of
the organization. Often during performance analysis you may
uncover information that is embarrassing or even detrimental
to the organization. However, your client has confidence that
you will handle this information in a manner that is helpful

to the organization. As one performance consultant said, “I
try to be a model of our culture’s values and norms.”

You will know that you are trusted when your clients seek
your advice and share confidential information. You will
find that you become a sounding board for sensitive issues.
Clients will value your ability to look at issues with a “per-
formance viewpoint” and share your opinions and
perspectives, even when they are different from those of
their own. One line manager said, “I see [my consultant] as
a straight-shooter. She objectively discusses the issues and
draws conclusions that I respect.”

Getting Back to Matt

Certainly Matt’s knowledge and expertise in the science of
HPT enabled him to size up the situation correctly.
Refresher training by itself would not result in the improve-
ment in customer service ratings the director expected.
What was missing was the art of partnering with the client.

To evidence the art of HPT, Matt needed to have developed

a partnership with the client based on credibility and trust.

He also needed to approach the situation from the client’s

perspective. Then he could engage the director by asking

thought-provoking questions such as these:

e “What have you observed that leads you to believe cus-
tomer service training is needed?”

e “Are there any star customer contact employees who are
achieving strong customer satisfaction ratings? What are
they doing differently than the others?”

e “If we were to provide the training, can you think of any
reasons why the customer contact employees would find
it difficult to perform as you need them to?”

* “On a scale of 1 to 10, how confident are you that the
refresher training, by itself, will yield the results in cus-
tomer satisfaction ratings you seek?”

Notice that nowhere in these questions are the phrases
“cause analysis,” “performance analysis,” or “intervention”
used. These questions use language and terms that directly
connect to the client’s business needs.

Matt’s strength was his knowledge and expertise in the tools
and techniques of performance improvement technology.
However, in this case, his strength became his weakness in
that, as an expert, he told the director what to do rather than
work in a collaborative manner.

Summary

Certainly as performance consultants we want to have an
impact on human performance and the goals of the organi-
zation. To do this, it is crucial that we be proficient in both
the art and the science of performance consulting. Only by
utilizing both the art and the science can we engage our
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clients, bring about sustained improvement in human perfor-
mance, and contribute to business results in organizations.
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How can
you impact

Performance

if employees
aren’t engaged?

Do you know?

In a typical U.S. company, what
percent of the workforce is engaged?
m82% WMO61% MWM44% W29%

The answer is at www.corporatelearning.com.
Click on the white paper “Engaging Employees
to Impact Performance” under Resources.

And for answers to your workforce performance
challenges, see Bellevue University. We're leading the
nation with ground-breaking ideas on developing,
measuring, and monitoring corporate learning
programs that align with business goals.

8606-827-8467
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