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It seems so obvious that giving feedback to an employee at any level would help him improve his performance. Without feedback from the manager, the employee has no way of knowing if his performance is meeting expectations.

As obvious as this simple truth is, the unpleasant reality is that most people receive very little feedback about their performance! Managers seem to be spending less and less time on their relationships with employees while focusing their time and attention on financial, technological, and political matters. In my experience, most managers have never seemed to understand that the key to maximum productivity is effective relationships with their employees!

The employee would benefit most from feedback about what she is doing well and where and how she can do better. Such feedback is possible only when the manager is able to observe the employee doing her job. Very few managers actually practice what Tom Peters calls MBWA (management by walking around).

One study examined the effects of personal coaching in a public sector municipal agency. Thirty-one managers underwent a conventional managerial training program, followed by 8 weeks of one-on-one executive coaching. The training alone, which included goal setting, collaborative problem solving, practice, feedback, supervisory involvement, evaluation of end-results, and a public presentation, increased productivity by 22.4%. Training plus coaching increased productivity by 88%, a significantly greater gain compared to training alone! The additional time and expense to supplement training with individual coaching would seem to be a wise investment! (Public Personnel Management; Washington; Winter 1997; Gerald Olivero; K Denise Bane; Richard E Kopeirnan)

Wow! What a difference it can make to follow training with some individual coaching! How many organizations (or, more accurately, how many top executives) are willing to commit the time and resources to take this approach? How many supervisors and managers even know what the training is about and have the skills to do follow-up coaching? How many even support having their employees participate in the training? Too many resist having them participate. Some even discourage their using what they learned when they return to work instead of providing positive coaching to help them implement what they learned.

Imagine what a positive impact could be made on any organization if all supervisors and managers were held accountable for giving feedback skillfully and frequently and were rewarded for doing so! Most provide feedback rarely and when they do give it, they do it pretty badly. When we conduct coaching skills training, we ask the participants how often they receive feedback about their performance and most reply once or twice per year in the performance review. A much smaller number will say quarterly. Then we ask them to think about any college or professional football team and what is the first thing the team members do the very next time they are together after a game has been played? Everyone knows the answer — watch the game film! Our next statement to them is to think about what it would be like to have a “game film” every Monday morning to review the previous week’s performance. We see and hear some interesting responses!

Surely, the performance in our organizations is every bit as important as the performance of athletes and we can help improve that performance by making sure that trainers, supervisors, and managers all have the coaching skills (giving feedback skillfully is one of the most important ones) to help people be the best they can be. The first challenge is getting top decision makers to see the truth of this proposition, the next is to make sure every person involved in developing others receives real “how to” training to improve their feedback and other coaching skills, and the final (and probably toughest) challenge is to change the organizational culture so that development is valued, evaluated and rewarded.

As a human resources professional, you can have a very important impact upon the success of your organization by influencing top decision makers to improve the process and managerial skills for giving performance feedback!

* * * * 
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