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Introduction

Assalamualaikum and good morning ladies and gentlemen.  Welcome to MindSpring’s 

managing for performance program.  This program has been run a number of times 

with clients as part of our accelerated business improvement program and it has been 

effective in demonstrating how easy it is to achieve results.

Lets start by first talking about achieving results.  Why is it important? Well, there is 

no organization, team or individual that sets out in life to not achieve results.  

Everyone has a desire to achieve something.  More often than not, what we set out 

to do (intended goal) and what we achieve (realized goal) are not the same.  

Somewhere in between we get derailed.  Managing for Performance (MfP) is a 

mindset that says, we should achieve what we set out to do. 

Of all the organizational tools that are available in a managers tool box to give 

people a feeling of fulfillment and satisfaction, none is greater that the feeling of 

setting out to do something and then achieving it.  We see it in our personal lives all 

the time. For example, once our hearts desire say a new car, we can be powerfully 

motivated to get that  new car.  We save, tighten our belts, borrow, etc. We go 

window shopping, comparing models, negotiating prices, looking for the best buy. 

And on the day we buy the car and bring it home, we are just bursting with pride, 

joy and satisfaction. 

Managing for Performance is all about creating the desire and motivation for success 

in an organization and this is what we are going to focus on over the next two days.

Performance Management Systems (PMS)

People have an initial struggle with MfP because they are looking at it from the more 

common Performance Management Systems (PMS) perspective. However, there are 

a number of significant differences between MfP and PMS and it will be helpful if we 

start by identifying these differences.  

From a purpose and objective point of view MfP and PMS share the same goal, which 

is to drive performance in an organization.  The two diverge  from the philosophical 

and operational aspects.  

PMS has been around since the 1950’s and it has been well researched and 

documented.  The merits and logic of  PMS systems remains true until today; that is, 

what gets measured gets done.  Unfortunately for PMS, the ends have hijacked the 
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Day 1: 

• Key concepts to Managing for 
Performance:

• take an in depth look at the 
relationship between organizational 
performance and people performance

• explore the key differences between 
Managing for Performance and 
Performance Management

• identify the most common 
performance issues in organizations 
and how to effectively deal with it

• Mastering the 7 steps to Goal 
Setting:

• differentiating must win battles from 
daily tasks

• understanding the power of 1 standard 
deviation

• practice goal setting using the 7 steps 
method

• dealing with goals for support staff

• Discussion

Day 2:

• Participative goal setting
• understand the power of self directed 

work teams

• learn to identify untapped potential

• managing team performance

• Coaching for performance:
• understand the fundamentals of the 

coaching conversation

• learn the do’s and don’ts in coaching 
for performance

• practice coaching via role play

• sharing role play experiences

• Practical Realities
• what can I do when I go back to my 

workplace?

• is this something I can do on my own 
or does the whole organization need 
to be on it?
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THE HUMAN MIND

The human mind works to seek harmony.  Irrespective of culture, 
people tend to be reserved in giving “feedback” that they think may be 
hurtful.  It is for this reason why organizations and management must 
strive to create an internal culture whereby people are trained to give 
and receive feedback.  

Without feedback, we are flying blind. We will never know for sure 
where we stand or how we are fairing.  The beauty of the human mind, 
is that once trained, it is be able to give and receive feedback without 
the emotional attachments.  

means.  Because PMS is so tightly linked to performance rating 

and rewards, the emphasis has shifted to assessing performance 

instead of managing performance. 

If we listen  to every dialogue on PMS - the issues are all about 

equity & fairness followed by how to formulate good 

performance indicators and measures, as if, if we correct the 

front end, the back end gets sorted out.

My personal history with PMS in my years of working as an 

employee is that, it happens at the end of the year, at the behest 

of the human resources department which needs the PMS done 

in order to  input its scores into the rating systems for 

increments and bonuses to be calculated. Once the money hits 

the bank, everyone forgets about PMS until the next cycle.  Is 

your experience any different?

PMS today is concerned mainly with accounting for 

performance. The system and implementation of it focuses on 

distinguishing levels of performance among employees and it is 

for this reason that PMS has blurred its purpose.

 

Managing for Performance

If PMS was concerned about accounting for Performance, then 

Managing for Performance is concerned about achieving goals.  It 

is about getting from intended goal to goal realized without 

derailment. 

Let’s be real, the first job in managing, is to deliver results, and 

not any results but results that are consistent with the strategy. 

Everything else is a distant second.  Why do I make such a strong 

assertion?  Because every millisecond we are in business, 24 / 7 / 

365 - cost is being incurred. Cost never stops and as a manager 

we have to ensure we earn a positive return on those costs. This 

is why execution is so important.

The second, third, fourth job of a manager is to develop 

capabilities to compete, to be the most effective and efficient in 

whatever we are doing. 

Hence there can be no greater responsibility for a manager but 

to deliver results and this is what Managing for Performance is all 

about.

MfP is a mindset, an attitude that focuses on attaining the end 

result.  The effort in MfP though is in planning, clarifying, 

simplifying, organizing, communicating, motivating & engaging the 

team as a whole to work together to achieve collective results.

In MfP the first question to ask is - did the organization achieve 

its results? If the answer is yes, then we can spend time doing all 

the PMS stuff.  If the answer is no, why bother?  In MfP, it doesn’t 

matter who worked harder or smarter than whom. Or who 

contributed more or less. All that matters is did we achieve.  And 

in an achieving organization, rarely will you find people who are 

not pulling their weight!

MfP is  a simple management philosophy to embrace as it 

removes the need and energy to justify, give reason, explain - 

why we didn’t hit target. Once mastered, you will never let it go.

Organizational Typology

Let’s reflect back on our organization and see if we can type 

classify it. In very broad terms, I have come across 4 types of 

organizations of which I have classified as follows:

I. The Blackhole

II. The Roller Coaster

III. The Old Faithful

IV. The Trailblazer
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Blackhole
The key comment about the blackhole organization is that it 

survives on economic crutches. It gets away because of 

protection and an imposed lack of consumer choice. Remove the 

crutches and the blackhole comes crashing down. 

Roller Coaster
For the roller coaster, it is one step  ahead of the black hole.  

Here there is a genuine business, and intentions are good. People 

want to get ahead.  But somehow, there is lack of clarity on 

direction and an overload of initiatives such that in  the end 

nothing happens. Or for something to happen it needs long 

gestation periods.  It is a performing organization - but gets away 

with just enough performance.

Old Faithful
Then we have the old faithful and as it name suggests, this is your 

consistent, ever so predictable organization that keeps growing 

and growing.  They have  mastered the art of business and rely on 

strong processes to keep business moving.  There is very little 

fuss, a sense of calmness and things just get done.

The Trailblazer
Unlike old faithful, the trail blazer has few processes and written 

rules. Its strength is in  its people and their ability to get things 

done.   They will go where their dreams and energy takes them.  

But they run fast and play hard.  They define the unknown and 

creates businesses out of it. 

Looking at the definitions of each organization type, can you tell 

which is most representative of yours?

Then ask yourself, why is your organization the way it is? What is 

it that happens at the leadership level (Board /Management team) 

that allows it to stay like that. More important is what is it, that 

prevents the organization from making significant improvements?

The answers to these questions are key to unlocking the 

Managing for Performance concept. 

The approach to Manage for Performance

There are a number of basics that one must commit to in 

managing for performance and the big three are as follows:

1. The business planning & budgeting process 

2. Goal clarity

3. Commitment to standards of performance

Here is a short brief on each one.

The business planning & budgeting process 

The starting point in managing for performance is the business 

planning and budgeting cycle.  Reason being is that the business 

plan tells you what you want to do and the budgets convert the 

actions in the plan to money - either income or expenditure, and 

to cash.

Here is the most important part of business planning, which is 

often missed.  In managing for performance, we assume each and 

every business has a baseline business.  Meaning that, if you just 

continue to do what you did previously, you will have some 

income and some cost.  Whether it grows or declines is not the 

issue.  The key point here is that every business has an on going 

momentum to keep it going for another  6 -12 -18 months.  

A business has 4 baselines to look at and to work on for 

significant improvement - revenue, gross profit, operating cost,  

The Blackhole:

The Blackhole 

organization feels like it 

is sucking the life out of 

you. Everyday is another 

crisis. Lots of reports 

and  meetings but there 

doesn’t seem to be a 

clear path forward.

“Things go in but never 
come out.”

The blackhole 
organization survives 

only because of  
economic crutches. 

The Roller 
Coaster:

The Roller Coaster 
organization feels like its 

going somewhere but 

getting nowhere. 

The are always new 
initiative to get people 
excited and plenty of 

activity.

But once you get past 
the excitement, you 

notice that nothing has 
really changed.

Gets away with just 
enough performance

 

The Old Faithful:

The Old Faithful 
organization just gets the 

business done.

You come in, you know 
what needs to be done, 

you do and you go 
home.

It produces results 
through clarity in 

processes and people.

Grows from strength to 
strength.

The Trailblazer:

The Trail Blazer 
organization is filled with 

youthful exuberance. 

Everyday is another 
adventure where the goal 

defines the journey.

Keeping score is big and 
team success is what 

matters. 

Makes continuous leaps in 
performance.

Hi MfPLow MfP
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and cash flow. Profit is a combination 

baseline of revenue, gross profit and 

operating cost.

In managing for performance, we look at 

the baseline and we  focus on a number 

of specific initiatives that will give rise to 

an order of magnitude improvement in 

either customer satisfaction or 

shareholder value over a next period of 

time. (a period of time is however long it 

takes to successfully implement that 

change.) By charting the impact of the 

plan to say profitability of the baseline, 

the success of an initiative or lack of it, 

can clearly be seen very distinctly. 

Goal clarity

The next in  Managing for Performance is 

goal clarity.  We have a much better 

chance of real success when we stay 

focused and committed to one or two 

major goals at any one time rather then 

to be chasing many initiatives. 

In MfP,  goals are directed to only one of 

two outcomes - that is, improvement in 

customer satisfaction or improvement in 

shareholder value.

Step back and just consider those two 

things - can there be anything else, other 

than for a business, to create value for its 

shareholders and to  constantly 

improving customer satisfaction - year 

on year?  

Making more revenue or profit is 

important, but that growth in revenue 

and profit must be an outcome of 

improving shareholder value and / or 

improving customer satisfaction.

Commitment to standards of 
performance

The third imperative is the concept of 

holding people accountable for 

performance, starting with the top.  

A business either meets its targets or it 

doesn’t.   If it meets its target, than the 

people in the organization have justified 

their presence. If it does not meet its 

target, then what more is there to talk 

about, other than, that the leadership has 

failed. No point pointing fingers down or 

looking for reason to justify the non 

achievement.  If management learns to 

accept this as a matter of fact, then MfP 

will work fine.  

This doesn’t have to be at management 

level. At your team level, if you set your 

mind to a simple “did we achieve or did we 

not mindset” - you will find 9 out of 10 

times when you set out to do 

something, you will achieve it. Why? 

Because the human brain  is wired for 

survival and if success  equals survival - 

you will see people rise to the occasion 

again and again. 

Thus in MfP the recognition of success 

must be as strong as the consequences 

of failure. No half measures. 

It is at this point where it starts to sound 

all too difficult, but in reality is is quite 

simple. If you choose to start Managing 

for Performance in just your own area, 

you will see the performance of your 

team and yourself improve and overall 

motivation going up.

In my past experience, the most difficult 

part of MfP is learning to hold oneself 

accountable for performance. I have 2 

comments to make on this; a: find the 

courage to be honest with yourself and 

truly hold yourself accountable for 

performance and b: if you do it, God 

willing, you will be surpassing your goals. 

MfP is an attitude!
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ORGANIZATIONAL 
PERFORMANCE

...is more than just some mysterious occurrence that is 
depended on luck, fate and fortune. Organizational 
performance is something we plan for with the ultimate 
goal of growing shareholder value and customer 
satisfaction in tandem.

It requires a multi-disciplined, multi prong approach to 
sustain profitable growth.  It is less about strategy than it is 
about good execution.  Even in times of turbulence, good 
execution is critical as it allows for super fast responses.

Its about competent people working as a team, having 
clarity of what they need to achieve and why they need to 
achieve it.   They are open minded, good at giving and 
receiving feedback, willing learners and have no ego’s.  All 
they need from you is direction, coaching and recognition. 
The rest they will do. 
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Q&A
The top 10 most asked questions on Managing for Performance

1. Is Managing for Performance 

the same as Performance 
Management?

MfP and PMS are similar  in intent 

but are not the same. PMS is more 

concerned with “accounting for 

performance” - meaning how well has a 

person done relative to his/her targets 

whereas MfP’s sole concern is achieving 

targets.

2. Is Managing for Performance 
as simple as it is made out to 

be?

Yes, if you adopt the philosophy and 

no, if you don’t.  The philosophy is as 

simple as:  “In MfP the first person to 

succeed is always the most junior 

member of the team while the first 

person to fail is always the team leader 

and when an organization fails, the first 

person to take blame is the Chairman /

CEO/MD and the last is the most junior 

person.” So when an organization 

doesn’t achieve, the first person to take 

responsibility is the chairman of the 

Board followed by the MD/CEO and 

when the organization succeeds the last 

persons to take credit are the MD/CEO 

followed by the Chairman.  (Every time I 

make this statement, my audience either 

breaks into laughter or puts on a cynical 

face of disbelieve, and I don’t blame 

them)

3. How do we Manage for 
Performance groups like 

support staff e.g secretaries 

and drivers?

MfP is a very practical and pragmatic 

process anchored on two key drivers; 

that is to improve customer satisfaction 

and to improve shareholder value.  Every 

employee can contribute to such a 

metric - e.g a driver can do many things 

to significantly reduce the cost of 

operating the company car - likewise for 

secretaries, security guards, etc.   

4. Why do you say the 12 month 

budget is a myth?

The concept of a 12 month annual 

business plan is a myth that has come 

out from accounting. For the purposes of 

taxation, accountants devised the 

financial year in order account for profit 

and loss in order to determine taxes 

payable. The balance sheet is a snap-shop 

of a single day in a year. 

The reality is businesses run 24 

hours a day, 365 days a year and never 

stop.  The 1st of January is merely the 

day after the 31st of December and 

while we spend much effort to celebrate 

the New Year, what we do on the 1st is 

to finish up what we had left over from 

the 31st.  

As such businesses are better off 

adopting rolling business plans and 

budgets. I am a strong proponent of a 6 

quarter planning cycle - the first two 

being fairly firm and the next 4  as 

forecast. And as we complete every 

quarter, the next 2 quarters are firmed, 

and a new quarter is added to the end of 

the plan.  This way we do not look for big 

bangs in our plans but we focus on 

consistent and continuous growth.    

5. If MfP does not run on a 12 

month cycle, how do we assess 
performance for annual 

increments and bonuses?

Assessing performance and 

assessing income tax is very similar. For 

income tax, the government draws a line 

and says everything from this date to this 

date will be assessed for tax this year. 

For performance, it is the same. Pick two 

dates and assess. The more frequent 

performances are assessed the more 

likely you will get better results. 

I strongly encourage organizations 

to assess performance every month. In 

this way, at the end of every month you 

have a chance to take corrective action if 

performance is off track thus making the 

organization far more responsive to 

needed changes. Also, you will have 12 

monthly assessments as inputs for any 

annual increment program that you 

maybe running.

6. How are team and individual 

goals managed in MfP?

In MfP, there is a natural flow from 

what the business needs to achieve down 

to the things  teams need to do and then 

to the tasks that team members need to 

do.  This ensures clear linkages, and that, 

arbitrary goals are not being created to 

satisfy the system.    

7. Can I implement MfP on my 

own without the support of 
my bosses?

There is nothing to stop anyone 

from implementing an MfP program 

within their own area of control.  What 

has been most noticeable is that when 

one does implement MfP, performance 

generally rises and it rises fairly quickly.  

People in that area start to be 

motivated and it is very visible.  MfP is a 

way of managing that puts achievement 

of results as its focus. But it also means 

being prepared to give feedback and to 

coach and deal with people who are not 

pulling their weight.
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8. How big must the big picture 

be?

Well, it is not the size of the picture 

but how clear, compelling and 

consequential it is.  A big vague picture 

e.g “to be the leader in ......” or “to 

ensure happy customers..” really gets you 

nowhere.   A clear, compelling and 

consequential picture may likely be  “To 

move from number three to number two 

in market share in the next 18 months to 

avoid becoming an acquisition target...” 

or GE’s “Be 1st or 2nd in your industry 

or be sold.”  

9. Can MfP succeed without 

recognition? 

Yes but it will not be sustainable in 

the  long term.  In the short term people 

are attracted to MfP because of the 

winning feeling.  At that point, even a 

token recognition is well received 

because the ability to achieve is the real 

recognition.  After a series of wins, 

winning becomes routine which is good 

news for the organization. The bad news 

is, without appropriate recognition, 

retention becomes the problem.    

10. What is the key to goal 

setting? 

Of all the questions I get, this is the 

one that stresses people the most and is 

the most often asked, as such I have 

saved the best for last.

Goal setting from a criteria point of 

view is simple.  Every one agrees that 

goals must be SMART - Specific, 

Measurable, Achievable, Realistic and 

Time bound.  Whilst there are variations 

to SMART, in essence they all mean the 

same. The real challenge in  goal setting is 

to determine what are the goals we want 

to chase.  

All businesses have 2 parts to it;   

problems and opportunities .  

Problems tend to exist internally while 

opportunities exist externally to the 

organization.  If we can attune our 

thinking  to just that;  problem = 

internal, opportunity = external,  finding, 

selecting and defining goals becomes 

easy.  

Now, the last time I was explaining 

this, a participant objected saying a lot of 

problems also exist externally, for 

example if you are in construction and 

there is a steel shortage, it is an external 

problem.   So lets use this to see why it 

is not an external problem and in doing 

so we will put a definition around 

internal and external.  

If I am in construction and I have 

pre-sold my houses at a certain price, 

and then there is a steel shortage 

affecting availability and cost, for all 

purpose and intent - it is an internal 

problem.  The fact is, there is nothing we 

can do to change the supply and demand 

of steel, hence its availability and pricing 

but as businessmen, surpluses and 

shortages are an integral part of our 

planning process and if the market goes 

against our plan, it is a problem we have 

to solve.  Blaming China doesn’t help, we 

have to act on it and we act on it by 

formulating a problem statement - which 

is in essence the goal.  

So an example of formulating a  

problem statement is as follows: 

• Context:  We promised to 

deliver 300 houses in 18 months at a 

price of RM120,000 assuming full steel 

bars  availability  on demand and at a 

price of RM1000 per ton.  Steel is now 

RM 2000 per ton and can only be 

delivered 90 days from full payment.  

• Problem statement: How do 

we change our construction process 

to accommodate changes in supply 

and price yet deliver our houses on 

time and within budget? 

• Goal statement: To work out 

a new construction process that will 

accommodate the changes in supply 

and price of steel yet deliver our 

houses on time and within budget. 

The problem and goal statements 

must frame the issue and communicate 

clearly what we are trying to solve.  Now 

the goal may not be to stick to the 

original date and price, the goal may be 

how to get customers to accept the 

delays and absorb the higher price.  

The key to this is that the goal must 

focus people’s minds and it must 

challenge people to action. Having said 

that, just because one can formulate  

problem and goal statements, it doesn't 

mean that it is the best or optimal goal. 

Once framed, it sets a platform to search 

for what is believed to be the real 

problem and the real solution.  

What is most important is to resist 

the “cannot” temptation.  More often 

than not optimal solutions exist outside 

the sphere of believe, that is in  the realm 

of the impossible.  By focusing on what 

appears to be impossible, we get 

t remendous breakthroughs in 

performance. Every “cannot” must be 

challenged by a “why not.”

Let me now explain what 

oppor tun i t ies are .  Externa l 

opportunities are typically market or 

product / service opportunities, as in the 

table below:

New 
Customer

Existing  
customer

Customer 
extension

Business 
extension

Existing 
business

Product 
extension

Existing 
product

New 
Product

Being focused on solving problems is a 

great way to drive business 

performance. It is low risk, improves 

efficiency, reduces unnecessary 

bureaucracy, all of which will impact the 

bottom line positively.  But there will 

come a point where the business must 

grow.  The most natural trajectory is to 

first go for customer extension, then 

product extension and finally business 

extension. 

Finally,  try to avoid a single big goal 

statement. Instead, focus on discrete 

goals that build on each other, where the 

accomplishment of each goal takes you 

closer to the ultimate goal.  Every small 

goal you accomplish only reinforces your 

belief in achieving the big goal.

11.

Should you have comments or 
contributions to make, please email:
feedback@mindspringgroup.com


