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Performance-based Culture  
 

We often hear from senior executives, HR professionals and other stakeholders that they 
would like to develop a “performance-based culture” in their organizations.  They might 
choose to do so by using performance reviews more aggressively, assigning and holding 
people more accountable for achieving goals, or implementing coaching and mentoring 
programs imbued with the language of performance.   
 
Like many efforts to strengthen cultural practices in organizations that rely on slogans 
and celebrations of exceptional individual or team performance, these initiatives often fall 
short, and fade away until the next flavor of the month. 
 

This white paper describes how, at the Performance 
Thinking Network, we have for nearly a decade been 
working toward a vision in which mental models, 
tools, and plain language about performance, derived 
from behavior science, are shared among managers, 
leaders and performance professionals. We are 
starting to see the fruits of this effort, and this 
document can serve as a progress report. 
 

Challenges of Establishing Performance-based Culture  
 
Some organizations are more successful than others in balancing the need for 
management agility against standardized HR programs, strategies, and communications 
related to individual and team performance, but the potential for improvement seems 
large. Our previous white paper, A View from the Top: Human Performance in 
Organizations (Binder, 2009), summarizes obstacles in organizations that get in the way 
of a shared and effective approach to continuous performance improvement. To 
summarize, the obstacles we identified, summarized by four metaphors, were: 
 
1. Bridges to nowhere: Lack of clear linkage for most people in the organization from 
their day-to-day performance to the success of the whole organization.  
 
2. Parts of the elephant: Lack of an integrated or holistic view of how all factors designed 
to support or improve performance work together. 
 
3. Tower of babble: Different stakeholders using different language and concepts to 
communicate about human performance and the factors that support it. This is confusing. 
 
4. Wheels misaligned, engine out of tune: As a result, the functions and processes 
intended to support and improve performance do not operate efficiently or effectively. 
 
 
 

Like many efforts to strengthen 
cultural practices in organizations 
…these initiatives often fall short, 

and fade away until the next 
flavor of the month. 
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The Performance Thinking® Strategy 
 
When we began The Performance Thinking Network, based on over 30 years of 
experience and accumulated tools and methods, we viewed the world through a matrix of 
users and applications of performance improvement.  That is, we saw that many different 
roles and groups (users) in organizations support or try to improve performance in one 
way or another; and that each role or group may have different performance improvement 
or support applications, or ways they contribute to performance, defined by their jobs.   
 
For example, staff professionals from various departments – Training and Development, 
Process Improvement, Quality, Human Resources, Organizational Development, Change 
Management, Strategy Implementation, etc. – contribute to the organization through 
programs, methods, and initiatives designed to support or improve human performance.   
 
At the same time, executives, managers, supervisors, mentors, coaches and individual 
contributors have as explicit or implicit parts of their jobs the goal of supporting or 
improving individual or team performance, including sometimes their own performance. 
 
To complicate matters, different stakeholders usually bring their own jargon, models, 
experience, favorite interventions, and overall approaches to the effort. Even their 
definitions of performance might differ. To the extent that they view performance from 
different vantage points and use different language and models, working together can 
become a difficult process of translation, compromise, and political maneuvering to 
incorporate each particular approach, terminology, or model. The parts seldom fit 
together very well, may be redundant, and are often in conflict with one another. 
 
With this as context, our strategy was to find a way in which all stakeholders could view 
performance and the factors that support it, through a shared lens; could communicate 
about performance and its drivers with a shared 
vocabulary; and could contribute to performance 
outcomes in the ways that each is particularly well-
suited to do. The ideal is for the various contributions to 
act in synergy, not in conflict.  The goal is to achieve the 
greatest overall return on investment (ROI) for efforts to 
develop, improve and support human performance and 
organizational results. 
 
Fortunately, the language and models of Six Boxes Performance Thinking, which we had 
been developing for several decades, gave us a framework for achieving our vision. 
 
Starting with Six Boxes® Practitioners 
 
Based on our own history of conducting large performance improvement projects in 
organizations, we began The Performance Thinking Network with what has become the 
Six Boxes® Practitioner Program. It enables internal staff or external consultants to 

The goal is to achieve the greatest 
overall return on investment (ROI) 
for efforts to develop, improve, 
and support human performance 
and organizational results. 
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conduct projects that establish, support, or improve human performance in a wide variety 
of applications. Training and Development professionals learn how to ensure that what 
they teach to employees is applied and sustained on the job.  Process Specialists learn 
how to precisely define the human performance needed to execute business processes and 
to ensure that performance will sustain over time. Human Resources and Organizational 
Development professionals learn how to plan and implement their programs to include 
explicit support and development of human performance linked to business results.  We 
teach people to use our concepts, plain English vocabulary, and tools; and then we coach 
them through significant projects to earn certification. 
 
As we worked with performance professionals in the early years of these programs, they 
adopted the phrase “performance thinking” to represent what they were learning to do. 
While they were certainly learning a methodology, specific tools, and a logic for 
analyzing and improving performance, at the core they were learning a way of thinking 
about .performance that leads to effective programs and initiatives. They learned to share 
two simple models and plain English vocabulary with stakeholders – usually business 
managers or leaders – to partner more effectively with a shared perspective. We adopted 

and trademarked the phrase Performance Thinking 
when we renamed our company, The Performance 
Thinking Network. The company name emphasizes 
how shared language and concepts can support 
communities of practice, and how networks of 
stakeholders can come together with a shared 
approach to performance. 
 
We enabled Practitioners to complete projects and 

initiatives using specifically designed tools and a performance improvement logic that 
steps them through the analysis of performance and the factors that influence it, creation 
of measurement plans, and configuration of systemic interventions that combine all 
factors known to influence human behavior.  Practitioners earn certification by producing 
a set of artifacts that record the findings of their analyses and the interventions they 
propose. This is a solid program that produced significant results in organizations. But it 
was not enough. 
 
Adding Leaders, Managers, and Supervisors 
 
We always knew that there are a lot more leaders and managers in organizations than 
there are staff performance professionals. We also know that leaders, managers, and 
supervisors have more day-to-day influence on employee performance than do staff 
professionals. So we sought to teach the same way of thinking, the same models and 
language, to leaders and managers as we teach performance professionals. But we needed 
to develop programs to enable different applications, since very few leaders or managers 
have time or resources to conduct lengthy performance improvement projects. We needed 
to teach them Performance Thinking applied to leading, managing, and coaching the 
performance of individuals and teams (Riha & Binder, 2011). 

We also know that leaders, 
managers, and supervisors have 

more day-to-day influence on 
employee performance than do 

staff professionals. 
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The product of our initial effort in 2009 was a program for managers focused on 
developing, improving and supporting the performance of their direct reports by 
producing Performance Development Plans. That prototype has evolved into our Lead-
Manage-Coach family of programs, which includes: 
 

• The Performance Thinking® Leader: For relatively senior managers and executives 
to develop the performance of their people, lead teams, implement and manage 
departmental or cross-functional processes, optimize employee engagement, 
execute strategy, and make smart decisions about investments in people. 
 

• The Performance Thinking® Manager: For managers who work with their direct 
reports to create Performance Development Plans for individuals and teams. 
 

• Six Boxes® Performance Coaching: For anyone who coaches others, to develop 
agreed upon action steps for establishing, improving, or supporting the 
performance of individuals whom they coach. 
 

After years of developing performance consultants in 
some organizations, and leaders/managers/coaches 
in other organizations, we’re finally getting the 
opportunity to teach performance professionals, 
leaders, managers, and coaches in the same 
organization how to apply Performance Thinking in 
their particular roles. The opportunity is that shared 
mental models and vocabulary can support 
collaboration and enable continuous performance improvement as never before. 
 
Elements of Six Boxes Performance Thinking 
 
For readers unfamiliar with our approach, here is a very high level overview.  Our goal 
from the beginning – starting in the mid 1980’s (Binder, 1998, 2005) – was to distill the 
essential elements of performance engineering (Gilbert, 1978), also known as human 
performance technology (HPT) into as few visual models and plain English terms as 
possible. Following the lead of Steve Jobs who had inspired us since the early 1980’s 
with his focus on simplicity and user experience, we sought to make research-based 
performance improvement easy for people to use with simple (but not simplistic) mental 
models, plain language, and straightforward tools. 
 
What we have begun to call Six Boxes Performance Thinking combines 2 models, 24 
plain English words, and a 7-step logic for understanding and improving performance.   
 
The first model is the Performance Chain, depicting what we often call the anatomy of 
human performance.  It defines the distinct elements of human performance: behavior 
producing valuable work outputs that are valuable because they contribute to business 
results.  We sometimes describe this model as “how behavior produces business results.” 

We sought to make research-based 
performance improvement easy for 
people to use, with simple (but not 
simplistic) mental models, plain 
language, and straightforward tools. 
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And at the far left of the model is a fourth component labeled behavior influences – the 
different factors that support or enable performance. 
 
There is often a lack of clarity in professional and non-professional communications 
about these distinctly different elements of human performance.  People use terms such 
as “outcomes” and “results,” but often in ways that do not clearly distinguish between 
behavior, work outputs, and business results.  To be actionable, any description of human 
performance needs to clearly differentiate among these parts.    

 
As in any form of results-focused analysis, when we attempt to define and target 
performance for improvement, we work with the end in mind. Thus, we begin by 
identifying the organization-level business results that are at stake for any given 
performance, and then identify the work outputs that define value delivered by behavior. 
 
Examining further, we check with internal and external recipients of the work outputs to 
determine what makes for “good” ones. This is what many process improvement 
professionals call Voice of the Customer analysis, and it applies equally well for 
performance professionals, managers and leaders. Defining criteria for good work outputs 
is powerful because it enables us to decide what “counts” as acceptable performance, and 
what does not.  It also helps to set expectations for performers and to guide feedback that 
leaders, managers, supervisors, coaches and others can deliver to improve and refine 
employee performance. The discussions that we teach leaders, managers, and coaches to 
have with their people about work outputs and criteria are clarifying and immensely 
helpful for both parties in the conversation. The same goes for performance practitioners, 
who seek to crisply define performance before attempting to improve it. 
 
While managers, supervisors and coaches usually focus on one work output at a time as 
they work with their people to agree on steps to establish or improve desired 
performance, leaders and practitioners often work on many work outputs at a time, as in 
job performance requirements or in business processes. We provide tools and procedures 
for appropriate levels of  discussion and analysis. 
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Once we define the valuable work outputs, the job of identifying key behavior becomes 
easier. Anchoring the analysis in work outputs enables both line and staff users to 
distinguish between behavior that is actually required and behavior that we or others 
might have assumed is important, but is actually not.  It also allows them to identify 
exemplary behavior (tasks and tactics), sometimes called internal best practices, that 
distinguishes those who produce target work outputs with the highest levels of 
productivity and quality from average performers. Conducting training, coaching, and 
management based on exemplary behavior can yield big payoffs, accelerating ramp-up to 
significantly higher levels of performance and organizational results. 
 
Once we’ve identified business results, work outputs, and behavior, we can select 
measures.  The Performance Chain provides guidance for selecting measures since the 
changes we seek can be measured as improvements in business results, work outputs, 
and/or in behavior. See more about this topic in our chapter (Binder, 2009) on 
measurement and evaluation. 
 
The Six Boxes® Model:  A Systemic Model of Behavior Influence 
 
Once we define performance using the Performance Chain, creating a plan to accelerate 
needed behavior is relatively straightforward, if we use the Six Boxes Model as a guide.  
The Six Boxes Model, as might be obvious, is how we drill further into behavior 
influences on the Performance Chain. 

 
The Six Boxes Model is a comprehensive framework encompassing all factors or 
influences known from research and practice to influence human behavior.  Anything you 
can envision or select that is intended to influence behavior can be sorted into one or 
more of the “boxes” or understood as a linkage or relationship among the boxes.  Even 
something as abstract as trust in human relationships can be analyzed as the product of 
alignment between the expectations set between people and the resources and/or 
consequences provided for meeting those expectations.  
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This model evolved from Gilbert’s Behavior Engineering Model when the first author 
was working as an instructional designer and developer, creating and implementing 
programs to transform bankers into sales people (Binder 1998, 2005). Those programs 
required implementation planning that extended beyond the scope of classroom training, 
to ensure that participants would practice and apply new learning on the job.  When we 
used Gilbert’s model and language to communicate with business stakeholders, they 
often became confused by some of his terminology (e.g., Data in the first cell, or 
Instruments in the second cell of the model). We worked with the concepts and tried 
different language until we arrived at what we have now, in about 1987 or 1988. We 
knew we had it right when people could learn the language easily, and make very few 
category errors when applying the terms in each cell of the Six Boxes Model. 
 
When leaders, managers and coaches use the Six Boxes Model to guide conversations 
about what’s working well, and what could be improved or aligned in each cell of the 
model, they can rapidly arrive at effective action steps, plans, or strategies for 

establishing new performance, improving existing 
performance, or managing for sustainment and 
effectiveness.  When staff performance professionals 
use this framework to analyze current conditions and 
configure combinations of behavior influences – 
whether in Learning and Development, Process 
Improvement or Organizational Excellence, Human 
Resources, Organizational Development, Change 
Management, or other specialties – they create more 
effective interventions, likely to optimize return on 
investment and long-term sustainment of change. 

 
Working Together with Six Boxes® Performance Thinking 
 
As you can imagine, when line and staff work together using this shared framework, 
there is enormous synergy. The models and language of Performance Thinking serve as 
communication tools to support effective and efficient partnerships. When managers 
come up with effective interventions for improving or developing the performance of 
their people, and those interventions are applicable to more than a few individuals, staff 
Six Boxes Practitioners can “harvest” these interventions and incorporate them into 
organization-level programs to increase impact.  When practitioners design and develop 
new programs, processes, strategies, or systems, it’s easier for them to partner with 
leaders, managers and supervisors to ensure implementation on the job.  
 
We have, in some respects, achieved the Holy Grail of performance improvement – the 
opportunity for everyone in the organization to partner for continuous performance 
improvement.  Shared Performance Thinking addresses many challenges, guaranteeing 
that training sticks, ensuring that processes will actually be sustained, aligning job 
descriptions with process implementation, optimizing employee engagement, and so on.   

We knew we had it right when 
people could learn the language 

easily and make very few 
category errors when applying 

the terms in each cell of the  
Six Boxes® Model 

© 2016 The Performance Thinking Network    B   ainbridge Island, WA  USA                                                                                                           www.SixBoxes.com      206-780-8578 7



 

 
 

 

 
We are excited that our original vision is finally emerging as reality, and that we now can 
take performance improvement to a new level in organizations where Six Boxes 
Performance Thinking has become a standard across the enterprise. 
 
Examples 
 
Colleagues at several organizations have implemented initiatives to drive “Performance 
Thinking across the enterprise,” using our programs and materials to expand 
understanding of performance among performance professionals, business managers and 
leaders. The practical results of this strategy for performance professionals have included 
easier communication and more effective partnering with business leaders and 
stakeholders.  Performance consultants know that they are being successful when internal 
clients ask them for help with performance rather than ordering training, and when they 
can engage in conversations with stakeholders using the language of the Performance 
Chain and Six Boxes Model, without it’s being viewed as “jargon.” 
 
At a company where over 150 people have been trained as Six Boxes Practitioners, 
introduction of Six Boxes® Performance Coaching offers the opportunity for more rapid 
implementation and greater impact of new programs and strategies. Performance 
Thinking has become a standard practice with a widely shared vocabulary, spreading to 
leaders and managers who now know what to expect, and why, in the process of 
analyzing performance and configuring solutions. 
 
At a large not-for-profit organization, where several hundred managers have completed 
the Performance Thinking® Manager program, a group of participants in the Six Boxes® 
Practitioner Program are working closely with senior management to improve 
performance in key business processes, role definitions, and initiatives driven by goals in 
the Strategic Plan. The CEO is working with managers and practitioners to develop 
coaching and evaluation tools built around the elements of Performance Thinking. 
 
In a company where a certified Six Boxes® Program Facilitator/Coach has developed 
several teams of performance consultants, he and his Director work to engage managers 
in application of Performance Thinking to develop their teams. They have built the 
models and logic of our approach into change management and sustainment 
methodologies, as well as into job descriptions and coaching/evaluation tools. 
 
This is just the beginning, since our Lead-Manage-Coach 
programs are relatively new. As long-time members of the 
International Society for Performance Improvement (ISPI), 
and disciples of a number of pioneering performance 
improvement thought leaders, we’re proud to be at the 
leading edge bringing research-based performance 
improvement into practice by both staff professionals and 
leaders/managers in diverse organizations around the world. 

The CEO is working with 
managers and practitioners to 
develop coaching and evaluation 
tools built around the elements of 
Performance Thinking. 
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We think the potential for driving performance improvement across the organization, 
with seamless partnerships between line and staff, is huge. Please stay tuned, and check 
into our Six Boxes Performance Thinking LinkedIn group, to keep up with new ideas, 
tools, and applications emerging from organization-wide application of Performance 
Thinking. 
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The Performance Thinking Network 
 
The Performance Thinking Network offers programs that enable performance professionals, 
including training specialists, to apply Six Boxes Performance Thinking in the analysis, design, 
and implementation of performance interventions and systems.  We also provide programs for 
leaders and managers, using the same models and logic, to help them manage and coach 
performance day-to-day, and to collaborate with performance professionals using Performance 
Thinking to drive continuous improvement. 
 
For More Information: 

The Performance Thinking Network 
Tel. 800-358-3629 
info@sixboxes.com 
www.sixboxes.com 
 

 

For additional white papers, publications and other resources, including video clips, visit the Six 
Boxes Resource Library at: http://www.sixboxes.com/Resources-Library.html  

© 2016 The Performance Thinking Network    B   ainbridge Island, WA  USA                                                                                                           www.SixBoxes.com      206-780-8578 9



 

 
 

 

Dr. Carl Binder began his career in 1971 as a doctoral student at Harvard University with B. F. 
Skinner, continuing his laboratory and applied research in instructional design and performance 
measurement as Associate Director of The Behavior Prosthesis Laboratory during the 1970’s.  He 
was a consultant to dozens of educational and public sector agencies during that period, 
introducing fluency-based instructional methods and data-based decision-making to managers, 
administrators, and educators in a wide range of settings. Widely published in education and 
educational policy, sales, marketing, customer service, instructional design, knowledge 
management, performance measurement and human performance technology, he is an acclaimed 
speaker and international consultant.  He advises Master’s and Doctoral theses at universities both 
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Six Boxes and Performance Thinking are registered trademarks of The Performance Thinking 
Network, and the specific language of our models is copyrighted. For more information, email 
Info@SixBoxes.com. 
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