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Performance Management: Embracing
Complexity, Evading Reductionism, and Moving
to Outcome-Based Approaches

Shonna D. Waters, Wayne A. Baughman, and David W. Dorsey
U.S. National Security Agency

Adler et al. (2016) openwith a summary of the business case driving our field
to change and close by providing principles for accomplishing that change,
where they conclude that “there is no right answer to the ratings question”
(p. 244). Lying between the opening and closing sections is a series of argu-
ments for and against today’s performance rating status quo, arguments il-
lustrating just what happens when toomany years are spent seeking answers
along too narrow a path. In this commentary, we provide additional support
for the strategy- and outcome-driven approach to performancemanagement
advocated in the article. In addition, we offer ideas for what has contributed
to getting us and keeping us where we are. Unless we understand what has
driven performance ratings research and practice to be the object of an in-
tense and lengthy debate, these same forces may well drive us to carry out
years-long experiments of questionable value along similarly narrow paths.
We want to offer our views on how to foster outcome-based practice more
broadly.

Focus on Delivering Value
Outcome-based approaches to practice help to ensure that work focuses
on delivering value, providing clear answers to the question, “Ratings for
the sake of what?” Organizations are not considering eliminating perfor-
mance ratings because making ratings is hard; it is because performance rat-
ings generally offer no tangible value. For example, when viewed from an
outcome-based perspective, the entire debate about keeping or eliminating
performance ratings seems unnecessary. In applied settings, practitioners
viewed as credible and relevant can explain how specific tools or processes
will help create valued outcomes. Accordingly, one should include or exclude
performance management practices based on their effectiveness in creating
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intended outcomes, and a focus on delivering valued outcomes provides
clear criteria for selecting design and implementation options (Gertner,
2012). Accurate performance measurement in any psychometric sense is
probably more important to researchers than to managers, especially to the
extent that ratings are viewed in isolation from the multitude of social and
political forces thatmake theman afterthought (Murphy&Cleveland, 1995).

Embrace Complexity
Outcome-based approaches to practice help effectively identify, respect, and
deal with complexity, and the technical, business, and social aspects of per-
formance management make these systems extremely complex. Unlike pre-
dominately technical work (e.g., developing selection tools), where issues of
technical quality predominate, personnel management and the systems that
support it routinely involve addressing issues related to business, culture, and
politics, which are not typically the concern of performance appraisal ex-
perts. Thus, outcome-based approaches to the design and implementation
of complex systems tend to be interdisciplinary approaches (Brooks, 1975).
This is evident if one looks at some of the largest national laboratories and
sponsors of research in the United States (e.g., Defense Advanced Research
Projects Agency, National Science Foundation); many if not most of their
efforts are interdisciplinary in nature, precisely because they are focused on
complex, real-world challenges.

Dealing forthrightly with complexity can help prevent wasted efforts
by reminding practitioners that there are many connected pieces that must
work together to create the whole. Time and effort spent trying to optimize
one or a few parts of a system can lead to neglecting other critical elements,
implementing solutions that do not scale, and creating unintended conse-
quences. In one example, performance appraisal ratings are only one element
of many that constitute a performance management system. Yet, apparently
by virtue of its continued status as an object of intense focus, performance
appraisal tools and processes have become synonymous with performance
management. In a second example, feedback is often discussed as if it were
a unitary, mostly negative, and evaluative concept. In fact, there are several
types of feedback (e.g., Stone &Heen, 2015). It can be appreciative, as we es-
pouse in recognizing best practices. It can be instructive or developmental,
as we hopemanagers and teammembers provide each other day-to-day, and
yes, sometimes, evaluative feedback is desired or required.

Avoid Bad Habits
Outcome-based approaches to practice help avoid applying generally unpro-
ductive reductionist perspectives in applied settings.When performance rat-
ings or any other management practices are implemented in organizations,
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practitioners face completely different and very context-specific levels and
types of complexity (Anderson, 1972). A reductionist focus on finding uni-
versal “right answers” cannot guide complex systemdesign and implementa-
tion. As noted by Anderson (1972, p. 393), “The ability to reduce everything
to simple fundamental laws does not imply the ability to start from those laws
and reconstruct the universe.” Although the science of physiology deals with
the basic body processes and structures that support all human behavior,
psychology is much more than applied physiology.

Reductionist tendencies can undermine efforts to reform evaluation of
people in work settings if all that happens is merely to shift from an old to
a new target, from a reductionist focus on performance ratings to a reduc-
tionist focus on feedback. Embracing complexity and its inherent require-
ment for a broader interdisciplinary perspective is one way to help ensure
that more is done than either maintaining the status quo or chasing a new
shiny object. We need to instead address questions of if, why, and how best
to make evaluations of people in work settings. In our own applied work,
taking an outcome-based approach to performance management reform re-
quired drawing on diverse literatures (e.g., feedback, compensation, moti-
vation, coaching, organizational culture, cognitive theory, social theory, and
economics).

Taking new ideas, trends, and terms at face value without critical eval-
uation can lead to unwarranted assumptions about the soundness of this or
that design or implementation decision.We are concerned that in an attempt
to escape one utopian ideal (psychometrically sound ratings-basedmeasure-
ment), we will simply chase another utopia (that all supervisors are coaches
and that all employees want feedback/coaching). For example, strictly speak-
ing and in general, a manager is not a coach, and a job is not a develop-
mental environment. A true coaching relationship is completely optional in
that it requires, in part, the permission of the coachee and a coach with no
personal stake in the coaching outcomes (Whitworth, 2007). Characterizing
better ways for supervisors to engage employees as “coaching” might create
unrealistic expectations for many, and the same individuals who resist being
evaluated are not likely to welcome being coached.

In the case of development, true developmental environments are rarely
achieved in a work setting. In true developmental environments, it is safe
to fail, making it possible to surface openly and remedy capability shortfalls
(e.g., Rosen, 1974). In contrast, performance environments punish failure,
making it necessary for people to capitalize on their strengths and downplay
or conceal their capability shortfalls (e.g., Persley, Baughman, Morath, Holt,
&Maher, 1994). In the typical workplace, “developmental opportunities” are
performance opportunities, where management has predetermined that the
placements have a high probability of success. Fortunately, employees are not
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naïve and know that solid performance is what is expected from develop-
mental assignments. If organizations provided true developmental environ-
ments, they would be measuring progress against developmental objectives
rather than against performance objectives.

A Way Forward
Industrial–organizational psychology is not well served in applied settings
by practices that overvalue reductionist perspectives and blind practition-
ers to what is really important. Instead, practices must be capable of effec-
tively accounting for the complexity of real-world systems and of addressing
what is important to people, not what is easy or enjoyable for researchers or
practitioners. Outcome-based approaches to performancemanagement sys-
tem design and implementation can accomplish this objective. In addition, it
would be ideal if the field were to develop a research literature that can truly
inform those looking to improve organizational processes. It has been 20
years since Murphy and Cleveland (1995) published their thorough analysis
of social and organizational effects on performance appraisals. It has been
50 years since Meyer, Kay, and French (1965) argued that different decisions
required different assessment approaches. The timing could not be better for
something new.
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