Performance Technology and The Six Boxes

Fox Valley Torch Club – October 8, 2009

My Objectives

In the words and exercise that follow, I would like to:

· Introduce you to two pioneers and an important contributor in the Human Performance Technology field

· Tell you what Performance Technology and the field of Human Performance Improvement is about

· Provide you with first-hand experience at deriving and experiencing the key elements of Gilbert’s behavior engineering model

· Describe several key performance technology principles and their implications

· Share examples of performance technology tools in use today in business and education

This is the story of about the accomplishments of two twentieth century giants and a protégé who have profoundly influenced the fields of behavioral psychology, training, and human resource development.

In 1978, Thomas F. Gilbert, a Harvard and University of Georgia faculty member produced a landmark text, “Human Competence Engineering Worthy Performance” that changed the way that the world looked at human performance.  In the early 1960’s Robert F. Mager, wrote the first edition of his book entitled “Preparing Instructional Objectives” which linked learning objectives with measureable performance criteria and redefined the way that trainers and educators would think about training and learning.  Through the 60’s, 70’s, and 80’s Mager and Gilbert both collaborated and competed on systematic approaches for instructional design and human performance improvement.  By the 1980’s, Mager’s writing had expanded to a “Six-Pack” of guidebooks and widely acknowledged course on performance improvement and instructional design, and Gilbert was widely recognized as the source of an original theory on engineering human performance that contained innovative ideas for developing people.
What is Performance Technology and what is it based on?
According to The Handbook of Human Performance Technology, Human Performance Technology or HPT for short “is a professional field of study and application, the main purpose of which is to engineer systems that allow people and organizations to perform in ways that they and all stakeholders value.”  HPT is a field that has emerged and evolved over the past 50 years.  It is rooted in the fields of psychology, communication, neuroscience, management science, information science, economics, ergonomics, measurement, and evaluation.
The principles, tools, and methods that now are part of HPT provide a rigorous observation-based means for improving performance.

Now that we have a definition, let’s see what you already know about HPT.  Consider the following questions as we complete a practical exercise which will shed light on key HPT elements.

· Think of a time when you have been particularly successful with a project or a task.  What contributed to your success?

· Why don’t people perform?

· What are the factors that seem to have the greatest impact on behavior and accomplishments?

Gilbert’s Behavior Engineering Model

Many have explored and reviewed Thomas Gilbert’s work in an effort to look at applications and to test their own ideas against what has become a standard.  In a 2006 Performance Improvement Quarterly article entitled “Valuing the Gilbert Model – An Exploratory Study” three performance improvement professionals nicely summarized some of Gilbert’s key themes or leisurely theorems as he liked to call them, and they also showed through research that his framework has validity.
In short, Gilbert maintained that the greatest leverage for solving performance problems lies with solutions targeted at system or environmental factors (those under the control of management) versus individual performer factors.
According to Cox, Frank, and Philibert ((2006), Gilbert’s HPT philosophy holds that performance is a transaction involving both behavior and consequence.  The performance that the engineering process seeks to bring about is one of worth; that is the value of an accomplishment should exceed the cost of the behavior to achieve it. Implicit in this is the belief Gilbert held that performance could be measured with reliability and precision.  Gilbert also maintained that in addition to measuring performance that one must also measure competence, which gives worthiness to performance. Gilbert’s three leisurely theorems arise from this foundation:
1. The first theorem states that “human competence is a function of worthy performance, which is a function of the ratio of valuable accomplishments to costly behavior expressed as W=A/B  (where A is the accomplishment, B is the costly behavior, and W is the worthy performance.

2. Gilbert called his second theorem his measurement theorem.  It said that  typical performance (normal or average) is inversely proportional to the potential for improving performance.  The ration according to Gilbert gets at the very stuff which human capital is made of.
3. Finally, Gilbert’s third or management theorem indentifies the means to uncover the causes of competence and incompetence.  This theorem holds that deficient performance is always rooted either in a deficient behavior repertory or in the supporting environment.  This theorem gave rise to the Six Boxes which are the theme for our discussion.

Mager’s Rules and the 4 Requirements of Performance

Over the course of his career Robert Mager took his observations and experience and did some analysis of his own to craft a set of performance oriented rules which he detailed in a chapter called “The Name of the Game” in his 1992 book entitled “What Every Manager Should Know About Training – An Insider’s Guide to Getting Your Money’s Worth from Training.”  Mager’s rules read as follows:

Rule # 1:  Training is appropriate only when two conditions are present:
1. There is something that one or more people don’t know how to do, and

2. They need to be able to do it.

Rule # 2:  If they already know how, more training won’t help.

Rule # 3:  Skill alone is not enough to guarantee performance. – Successful job performance requires the following four conditions – all of them:

1. Skill

2. An opportunity to perform 

3. Self-efficacy or one’s judgment about the strength of their skill
4. A supportive environment

Rule # 4:  You can’t store training!

Rule # 5:  Trainers can guarantee skill, but they can’t guarantee on-the-job performance.
Rule # 6:  Only managers, not trainers, can be held accountable for on-the-job performance.
Conclusion

The words of William Deterline in a tribute edition of Gilbert’s Human Competence text speak to Gilbert’s impact and set the stage for the performance engineering principles, I am about to share.

Forceful, but never pompous.

Brilliant, but never condescending. 

Persuasive, but never overbearing.

Gentle, but never soft.

Insightful, but never intrusive.

Evolutionary, but a quantum leaper.

Impatient, but emphatic about circumstances that make – or let people fail.

He stood on shoulders and offered his to us.
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