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and labeling the Performance Chain and Six Boxes models on whiteboards in meetings with
individuals and groups to guide conversations about operational challenges and performance
improvement opportunities. When asked what she would say about this approach to her
C-level colleagues, she said, “If aligning your people with business results is an important goal
of yours, then Performance Thinking is a strategic imperative.”

These examples illustrate what can happen in organizations that adopt the 21 plain English
words and two simple visual models as a framework for teaching leaders, managers,
staff professionals, and individual contributors how to analyze performance and configure
plans for improving it at the organizational or individual level. This work is still very much
an experiment in progress. But to date, the impact is quite gratifying. It’s important to note
that in the corporate human resources and development arena, where many companies
adopt new programs and approaches every few years, Performance Thinking has so far
proven to be sustainable, with some organizations maintaining their commitment and
continuing to develop their internal capabilities for 5-10 years. We also see individuals
returning to The Performance Thinking Network’s annual Summer Institute year after year,
based on the impact this approach has had in their organizations and their own professional
development.

ALIGNING WITH TRENDS AND ISSUES IS THE
PERFORMANCE IMPROVEMENT MARKETPLACE

The evolution of Performance Thinking models and programs continues, and is now on
the cusp of scaling to more companies around the world and to larger implementations.
In the process, we are aligning with or “riding the tail” of several trends that have been
visible in the human resource development and performance improvement markets in
recent years.

Agile Talent Development

The term agile is being applied to many different types of activities and functions in
organizations these days. Emerging from the software development field, where iterative
development and building applications with smaller chunks has been shown to accelerate
development and allow for more rapid adaptation to changing business needs, the term has
recently been applied to human resources and talent development in organizations. A 2018
Harvard Business Review article (Cappelli & Tavis, 2018) summarized the trend toward agile
talent development that is affecting how companies improve and expand the performance
of their employees over time. The concept of agile, as it relates to training and develop-
ment, highlights the fact that the pace of business has become too quick for traditional
quarterly reviews and learning plans, pre-defined course sequences and learning manage-
ment systems, and other slow, calendar-driven efforts to develop people. As the authors
state, organizations most successful in adopting agile talent development have invested in
coaching, collaboration between individuals and their managers to provide learning and
development in response to individual and company needs, which might change monthly,
or even weekly in some cases.

A challenge with most coaching models is that they are relatively non-directive (Binder,
2019), engaging those being coached in conversations designed to help the individual iden-
tify their own problems or issues and then arrive at their own solutions. While this form of
coaching can be useful, it is seldom truly performance-focused. Coaching and development
models that link to competency models are another option, but competencies are abstractions,
referring to categories of behavior rather than to specific behavior (Teodorescu & Binder,
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2004). Even behavior-based coaching may not focus on accomplishments, and consequently
might or might not enable those being coached to improve their ability to produce valuable
contributions (accomplishments or work outputs) for their organizations.

Our accomplishment-based coaching model (Six Boxes® Performance Coaching) offers a
compelling alternative to more traditional coaching programs. We intend to ride this trend in
the human resources field and demonstrate the power of an accomplishment-based approach
for driving individual performance development in line with the immediate business, project,
and career path needs of individuals.

Beyond Competency Modeling

Many large organizations long ago adopted competency models as frameworks for recruit-
ment, performance evaluation, learning management, and career path design. They have
spent millions of dollars formulating competency models and embedding them in their per-
formance evaluation and management processes, their learning management systems, and in
other human resources functions and systems. Thomas F. Gilbert (1978) and Marilyn Gilbert
(2019) have used the term competence to describe behavior producing valuable accomplish-
ments, or what we call work outputs. The value of the accomplishment is related to how it
contributes to organizational or societal results. Competency, on the other hand, is a term
used for several decades by Human Resources and Training professionals to label abstract
categories of skills, knowledge, and personal attributes, often used in performance manage-
ment and learning management systems instead of specific descriptions of performance. See
Teodorescu and Binder (2004) for a more detailed discussion.

But let us be clear: Competency models are a disaster, and they are harmful to individuals
and organizations (Binder, 2018). This is a controversial position to take in public because
so many millions of dollars, careers, consulting firms, and off-the-shelf training providers
have been devoted to competency modeling over the last several decades. However, so-
called competencies are at best category names for large clusters of behavior, sorted into
categories for convenience. When organizations add Likert rating scales to competencies,
so that managers “rate” their employees on competencies such as strategic thinking or
customer focus on 1-to-5 scales, the entire enterprise collapses in a heap of subjective
judgment. While most HR organizations still seem to defend their use of competency
modeling, many senior HR leaders will admit in private that competencies are not helpful.
In the worst cases, they introduce a level of cynicism into performance evaluation rituals,
where employees feel that the ratings they receive might be dependent on whether their
bosses have had their cup of coffee or been in an argument with their spouse that morning,.
Rating people on abstractions that are, at best, conceptually related to some aspect of an
employee’s performance, does not meet any criterion that an applied behavior scientist, let
alone a pragmatic leader, might apply. For years I have asked employees and senior execu-
tives what they really think of rating scales combined with competencies for determining
promotions and pay raises. I generally get lots of eye-rolling in the audience. And these
days the eye-rolling is more public.

But organizations do not know what else do to. Some HR professionals (Lambert, 2018)
have suggested developing competency models based on talents described as recurring pat-
terns of thought, feeling, and behavior. Lambert argues that with artificial intelligence it should
be possible to refine definitions of talents across many individuals in ways that will be more
useful than current competency models. I would argue that no amount of refinement will
change the fact that a competency is an abstract concept based on a wide variety of examples,
and therefore cannot by definition be precise enough to pinpoint in the performance of an
individual. In our view, any effort to refine competency modeling will be inherently flawed
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FIGURE 4.5 An accomplishment-based talent development process.

because competencies neither define behavior nor accomplishments with sufficient detail to
be managed, developed, or measured, except with rating scales, which some have referred to
as “refined opinion.”

We believe that accomplishments provide an alternative to competencies for creating job
descriptions, driving the development of individuals based on their own and their organiza-
tions' immediate and long-term needs, planning succession, and every other aspect of talent
development.

In organizations as diverse as Easter Seals Bay Area, the Al Futtaim Group in Dubai, and
Insperity, HR professionals have created job descriptions that list the major work outputs or
accomplishments of jobs. In some organizations, coaches who use the Performance Think-
ing approach conduct their initial coaching sessions with individuals by creating with the
employee a list of the major work outputs (or “contributions”) that the employee produces as
part of his or her job. Based on that list, coaches can collaborate with those whom they coach
to target specific work outputs for improvement or development, identify additional work
outputs that will be required for their next career level, or add and make plans to develop
new work outputs based on the needs of the company or workgroup. We believe that focusing
on accomplishments can help organizations move beyond competency modeling in a way
that will be more performance-focused, and less open to subjective interpretation during the
evaluation process.

COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE

While the phrase “community of practice” is not new, it has taken on a more prominent
role in many organizations over the last decade. In part due to software, such as Microsoft’s
SharePoint and many other platforms for collaboration, networking, and document sharing
that have followed, organizations often designate communities of practice to accelerate collec-
tive learning and development across groups who share interests, areas of focus, disciplines,
functional roles, and so on.
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At companies that adopt Performance Thinking® programs and methods, the two simple
pictures and 21 plain English words that comprise its models offer a shared vocabulary to
support communities of practice. Organized brown bag lunches among managers who coach
using our accomplishment-based approach, online web meetings, SharePoint applications,
and concerted efforts from community of practice leaders to harvest what leaders, managers,
and performance professionals learn with and from one another empower communities of
practice. Focusing on accomplishments, and using a shared vocabulary for the elements of
performance and behavior influences, facilitates communication across otherwise diverse
groups and individuals.

Atagloballevel, a community of practice is emerging among users of Performance Thinking’
programs and models. The annual Six Boxes Summer Institute (www.SixBoxes.com), having
completed its tenth year, brings together people from many different industries, geographies
and roles. We have had participants in human services, professional athletic organizations,
corporations across multiple industries, from North America, Europe, South Korea, Africa,
and elsewhere. We've had training and development professionals, management consultants,
safety and error reduction specialists, leaders, managers, and executives from many different
organizations, all sharing insights and applications related to performance using the shared
models and language of this approach. The potential for communities of practice that leverage
plain English and simple models is significant, and offers a way to get beyond the common
silos created by different vocabularies, areas of application, and professional specialties.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

Approaching human performance with a focus on the valuable products of behavior, called
accomplishments or work outputs, changes the conversation in organizations about how
individuals, teams, and processes deliver value toward common business and societal goals.
When we discipline ourselves to first identify the “countable nouns” representing value deliv-
ered, it becomes possible to agree on criteria for “good” instances of those accomplishments
and to zero in on the behavior needed to produce the accomplishments with high degrees
of quality and productivity. When we expand our framework of behavior influences from
the three-term contingency to the categories originally identified by Gilbert (1978) in his
Behavior Engineering Model, we facilitate discussion about variables that might otherwise
not be considered, at both the organizational and individual level. And when we communicate
about the elements of performance and behavior influences in plain English that everyone
can quickly understand and adopt, we accelerate the pace at which individuals from many
different levels and functions in an organization can collaborate to create solutions and drive
continuous performance improvement. Those have been the lessons learned on the evolution-
ary path described in this article.
We might summarize what we have learned in several key points:

» Gilberts insight that accomplishments are valuable while behavior is costly has the
potential for transforming how we approach organizational performance.

»  User-tested plain English terminology for technical concepts, first modeled by Lindsley
when he took behavior science from the laboratory to special education classrooms,
can broaden the application of behavior science to a wider audience of users.

«  When we place behavior science in the hands of people at all levels and in all functions,
with simple models and language and a focus on the valuable accomplishments that
people contribute to organizations, we can accelerate continuous performance improve-
ment and support agile talent development, more likely able to keep up with the rapid
pace of change in today’s business and work environments.
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STUDY QUESTIONS

1. Describe the “paradigm shift” that Gilbert’s work was associated with.
How did the use of precise definitions/specific language contribute to the author’s work?

3. Why does the author believe people have a hard time shifting from a focus on behavior to a focus on
accomplishments?

4. What is the author’s main concern with competency-based models?

5. Summarize the three key points the author described at the end of the chapter.

NOTES

1. We have refrained from naming client organizations in this article because most of our clients specified in contracts
and master service agreements that we cannot use their names in publications or marketing without specific permis-
sion, which can require lengthy legal reviews and documentation,

2. Performance Thinking® and Six Boxes® are registered trademarks of The Performance Thinking Network and should
not be used to label products or services provided by other organizations or individuals. We request that those who
cite these models or this approach acknowledge copyright and trademarks, as applicable, and refer to www.SixBoxes.
com in their citation.
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