Org. Behavior Reading

Annual Agony – Performance reviews

· Dismissed as a “deadly disease” by W. Edward Deming, the year-end rite has begun anew for millions of employees and managers. But in most surveys, most employees who get job evaluations and supervisors who give them rate the process as a resounding failure

· Employees don’t like to hear bad news, they only hear the negatives in reviews

· Managers don’t like to give negative feedback, and let excellent work in one area affect others

· In many places little time is spent on reviews or managers don’t receive any training on giving reviews

· Companies are spending millions on revising or upgrading their appraisal systems because they furnish a written record to combat lawsuits (though often a good-good-terrible series of reviews can be used against the company)

· In recent years many companies have focused on 360 degree review feedback systems

· But employees tend to get friends to do reviews, so the feedback is overly biased and not useful

· People fear that without employee training becomes a focus on scoring employees rather than developing them – will result in the ultimate downfall of these systems

· Probably the best tactic is to have more frequent informal and formal reviews

How People Learn

· The people we assume in an organization to be the best at learning, in fact, are often are not very good at it

1. Good at solving problems, but not very good at understanding if defined the problem correctly. ie. Good at single loop learning (thermostat adjusts temp to 68 degrees), but not good at double loop learning (thermostat asks why temp is at 68 degrees). Has much to do with inability of many professionals (who have always succeeded) to learn from failure

2. Getting people to learn is not about motivation, but about teaching people how to reason about their behavior in new and more effective ways. Even the most highly motivated employees will have a break-down in learning if their ‘master program’ does not function correctly

· Examples drawn from consulting companies employing top MBA’s, but apply to all types of ‘knowledge work.’ Though you would assume consultants would be good at learning (since what they do is teach), they embodied the above learning dilemma. All were highly motivated to implement contiguous improvement programs in their organization, but when the focus came on them they became embarrassed and guilty about their performance. The reaction was defensive and projected blame. 

1. Consulting team feedback session after successful client case. “Where has leadership made mistakes and where has team made mistakes.” Team focuses on first issue, ignores second. Blames managers and clients for all problems, absolve themselves of any blame. The more the manager tries to get team to examine own responsibility, the more they bypass his concerns –demonstrates this has become a reflexive routine. In the end, was a parallel conversation where they talked past each other. Professionals insisted the fault lay with others, while the manager tried to get the team to see how they contributed. How do you get out of this defensive reasoning trap?

· The key to the defensive reasoning trap is how you reason about your own behavior and that of others. People have a set of shortcut rules they use to design and implement their own behavior (don’t start from scratch each time someone asks you ‘how are you?’). This is often very different than the public version of rules they will tell people, creating an inconsistency between how they think they act and how they actually act. The ‘theory-in-use’ universally seems to rest on four basic principles whose main purpose is defensive – to avoid embarrassment, threat, feeling vulnerable or incompetent:

1. Remain in unilateral control

2. Maximize winning and minimize losing

3. Supress negative feelings

4. Be ‘rational’ – define clear objectives and use to evaluate behavior

· Well educated professionals (this means you) are especially susceptible to it.

· Highly educated with stellar academic record.

· Never really experienced failure and thus don’t have a tolerance for the feelings of shame and guilt that come along with it.

· Combined with the unrealistic high ideal of performance creates a fear of failure itself and an extremely brittle personality (the “doom zoom” of feeling terrible about not receiving outstanding accolades)

· This despondency, when combined with defensive reasoning can block learning.

· Performance evaluations are perfectly tailored to push people into this “doom zoom”

· In light of this view, focusing on individuals’ attitudes and commitment will not produce real change. Neither will creating new organizational systems or structures. Orgs need to teach people how to reason in a new way, essentially the same ‘tough reasoning’ used in strategic, financial and other analysis. Collect data, analyze carefully, and constantly test inferences.

· Change needs to start at the top – without management buy-in you can have an unstable situation where those below will seem to be acting strange (and even dangerous) to those at the top. Potential Solution: CEO wrote up how he thought a meeting would go, and his feelings, and then instead of having meeting analyzed the write-up with other attendees to learn about all of their ineffective behaviors. The case study legitimizes talking about hidden issues and encourage the team to work more openly together.

· If those in the original consulting example had reasoned productively, might have had a different situation

· Would have blamed managers and clients, but admit they contributed as well

· Explored everyone’s roles and tested attributions against the data

· Each individual would has insisted others question his/her reasoning

· Understood the act of questioning not as mistrust but as a learning opportunity

· Get past the criticism and openly explore the real issues

Among Inept, Ignorance is Bliss

· People who do things badly are more confident in their abilities than people who do things well

· One reason is that the skills for competence are often the same skills necessary to recognize competence

· Helps explain why people who are ‘humor-impaired’ continue to tell jokes that are not funny and why people who aren’t good have a hard time learning from their mistakes

· Incompetent people tended to put themselves in the 60th percentile of competence even though they scored in the 10th percentile. This persisted even after they were allowed to grade other exams and see how other people did

· In contrast, the most able subjects were likely to underestimate their competence. This was attributed to the fact that in the absence of information about how others were doing, highly competent subjects assumed others were doing as well as they were – called the “false consensus effect.” When these people were allowed to grade others they sharply revised the evaluations of their own performance

· Tends to persist because of lack of definite feedback mechanisms – people don’t tend to say ‘you suck’ even when a person can’t tell a joke.

· Helps explain why the vast majority of people tend to rate themselves of “above average.”

