MAY 2009 e PUBLICSERVANT

management clinic 43

Setting goals can be a useful
way of motivating staff to
improve performance. But,
warns Gordon Tinline,
managers must make sure
they set the right sort of goals
to aim at

A strong vocation is a good
platform for performance, but
it only gets you so far and is
no substitute for high quality
goals that are driven by current
organisational strategy and

priorities , ,

We're committed

— but to what?

here is now a substantial emphasis on
I improving staff engagement and motivation

across the public sector. The Department of
Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform
(BERR) will soon launch a new review of
employee engagement and a growing number of
models and approaches have been advocated as
being key to improving the bond between
employer and employee.

Most practitioners in this area, such as David
MacLeod who is leading the BERR review, see
engagement as creating a climate where staff will
go the extra mile for the organisation, and release
their discretionary effort. Researchers, on the
other hand, tend to link engagement to estab-
lished concepts like organisational citizenship
and commitment.

In fact, the closer you look at this area the more
likely you are to draw the conclusion that engage-
ment is still a broad, somewhat nebulous concept
with no universally accepted definition.

However engagement is defined, the idea is
underpinned by the need for staff who feel good
about being at work, who understand what they
need to achieve and identify with this in a way that
makes them prepared to give their best to get there.
Much of this is about having a strong and clear
sense of purpose.

In fact, when we ask staff in the public sector
about their sense of purpose in surveys we very
often unearth an interesting contradiction. People
frequently agree much more strongly with the
statement “I am committed to achieving the goals
of my job” than they do with the statement “My
job goals and objectives are clear”.

For example, in a recent survey conducted in an
NHS trust, 80 per cent of respondents agreed or
strongly agreed that they were highly committed to
their goals, while only 52 per cent of respondents
reported that their goals were clear. We have seen
a similar pattern in data from other sectors, such as
government departments and the police.

So what is it that staff are committing to? One
rather unflattering conclusion might be that public
sector staff run around like headless chickens
showing their commitment and engagement, with-
out being sure why.

Hopefully this would be the exception rather
than the rule, but it may be reasonable to suggest
that this is one symptom of the prevailing “perfor-
mance indicator culture” where staff feel swamped
by a multitude of key performance indicators and,
as a result, find clarity difficult to achieve.

In this instance, they may choose to focus on a
single vaguer, more global goal that is more about
general vocation because it probably feels more

comfortable for them. So where the public service
ethos is very strong, and when staff are asked
about their commitment, they tend to default to
their mission to serve patients, the public, or the
nation, and think less about more specific goals.
This implies some positives, but also big risks.

The wealth of research on goal-setting (Locke
and Latham, 2002, for example) demonstrates that
goal clarity is a prerequisite for effective perform-
ance and an absence of it in the public sector may
undermine other efforts to engage staff.

Think about when your own job feels most
satisfying — it will almost certainly be when you
are clear about your goals, you value them and
they stretch you. This goes beyond a general
sense of vocation and involves specific goals that
are achievable within finite timescales, rather
than general ones to be achieved over the course
of a career.

It would be understandable if staff were commit-
ting to these broader “values-based” goals associat-
ed with their vocation for public service as an
alternative to getting embroiled in the turmoil of
ever-changing targets, goals and indicators “on-
the-job”.

The thing about a global vocational goal is that
you own and control it — but while that may feel
good it doesn’t necessarily help you to deliver your
best performance in your role or for your employer.

During periods of restructuring or radical organi-
sational change, measurable goals and targets are
important and will drive activity. As per the Lean
philosophy, what gets measured gets done... as
long as it seems relevant and worthwhile in the
context of a strong desire to serve the public.

There are practical implications for managers in
trying to reconnect the underlying commitment
levels of staff back to the day-to-day goals and
objectives of the organisation.

At the heart of this is the need to better articulate
the relationship, or alignment, between organisa-
tional goals, job-related goals and an underlying
public service ethos.

Managers have to make proactive efforts to help
employees find the link between why they think
they come to work and what the organisation needs
from them on a day-to day basis.

A strong vocation is a good platform for per-
formance, but it only gets you so far and is no sub-
stitute for high quality goals that are driven by cur-
rent organisational strategy and priorities.

At the end of the day, it is the responsibility of
senior leaders, managers and employees alike to
recognise this and accept responsibility for creating
and accepting the goals that will drive high stan-
dards of public service.
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