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Performance Improvement
Look Beyond The Tangible

For ten plus years I have had the wonderful opportunity to develop performance improvement programs and products for a wide variety of the “Fortune 100” and in that time I have learned a few simple truths about why programs succeed or they fail.

1. Too complicated: Many businesses start out with the intent of a program to change the behavior of one group, let’s say sales. Then as the program is further defined other areas are added into the program, including non-sales, channel partners, employees, etc. This “branching out” effect usually dilutes the program’s mission and goals. Trying to make one program “fit all” only leads to confusing rule structures and payouts that have little bang for the buck.

One client program had 25 different pay out possibilities and over 6 pages of program “rules” – no wonder the program was D.O.A. You know a program is headed for doom when it has in the rules structure: “the sales person acquires 50 scratch off cards, they then mail them in to award headquarters and receive a ‘magic reveal’ coffee mug, if this mug has the company logo in red they earn a sweepstakes…” 

Solution: Start with a simple program, focused on the key area that needs to be addressed, and have the “behavior change” take place. Simple rules, with a pay out within the first three months will give a program a chance to succeed and build “steam,” whereas, additional areas can be added in at the six month and nine month points in a program. Trying to do too much, with limited time, people, resources and reward budgets, only leads to a performance dud.

2. Awards For Another: One program that had taken a nosedive in results, after 5 successful years of operations (with over 5,000 participants) had one major problem impacting the program’s results – the reward payout. The top prize was an award designed for the head of the division. 

After reviewing the participant base of the program (60% of the program base were 25 to 30 years olds, with this being their first job out of college) and the awards (top award was 10 days in Monaco with the boss, the remaining awards were logo golf shirts). And after a few simple phone calls to program participants the problem was very clear, the head of the division (making a 6 figure salary) wanted to do things that “fit his lifestyle and tastes” – which was great for him but destroyed the interest of everyone else. When we changed the program to include rewards that fit a larger base of participant’s interests, including merchandise, short trips and individual awards, the program enrollment and participation jumped by 300% compared to the year before.  

Solution: This happens often; where the award choice is based on one person or a group of, well how does one put this nicely, middle aged males’ choices – when an organization is made of a diverse and changing base of employees/program participants. By taking the time to ask people; “what do you want in a reward?” will help a program go far. There is no need to survey the whole universe, but a sampling of participants, with a face-to-face conversation can get you miles ahead.

The trends for successful rewards includes:

· Individual Travel, allowing a person to earn two or three smaller “long weekend” trips in a year. Most people can’t afford to be away from work or the family for extended periods. Also, most people like to take one trip focused on family, one trip on romance and one on individual interests (i.e. sports, hobby, etc.)

· Choice, allowing a person to pick an award that fits their lifestyle and interest. Most people change over time, and go from individual desires, to family, to new experiences. If a reward selection is too limited then people feel slighted or uninterested. 

· Levels Including Group Travel, it is important to allow the top performers to go for the bigger awards, and this is where Group Travel has a strong impact. Top performers still like to spend time with the “big shots” of a company and this can be attained with a well-planned 5 to 6 day Group Travel program. But top performers do not make for a total program. Make sure there are award levels from the top down, to the larger whole audience. This is where gift certificates, reward cards, and merchandise catalogs can come into play. It allows a company to extend the reward impact down into an organization.

· One Size Doesn’t Fit All: There is no single reward choice that will meet everyone’s needs and desires, except maybe a well-planned reward card program. So many programs attempt to get a “size 6” shoe on the feet of a whole organization. Be careful when selecting a single award option if it is not able to hit the hot button of the majority of a participant base because then not only will the program be a failure, but a company could have a heck of a lot of “logoed” socks on hand for the next employee sale.

3. Not Just Rewards: In today’s incentive industry there seems to be a fixation on the awards, the “stuff” people earn. The danger in this is the “stuff” is only earned after a person has performed. To help this performance take place a company must focus on the rules structure and the communications of a program.

Most rules structures focus on a specific sales objective or desired behavior change. This is good. But what happens is the measurable result (the metrics of a program) can be hard to define. It is important to decide what will determine the program’s success. Is it units sold? Combination of products sold? Number of test-drives? Whatever the desired behavior change is, focus on this and help the participant base succeed.

Solution: Make the rules match the desired success metrics (yes, this falls under the “Duh” category, but more times than most the opposite result can be generated with a program).

Also, the communications of a program should go beyond the program announcement and a few “program statements” throughout a year. The communications should fit the seasons, the program changes, and the market conditions. Keep the participant base energized, interested and involved. Promote local program “parties & functions” (i.e. bowling parties, etc.)  and then communicate these activities back to the base via e-mail newsletters, print materials or a program web site. The more “fun” competition you can get going, between areas, regions, etc., the better. Then communicate this back to the whole program base.

These are just a few ideas on how a company can make sure their program is a success from the get go. Look beyond the hype of incentives and look to the desired results and behavior change. It takes more than a great program logo, or a cool program theme.. It takes simple research and planning, which is usually left out of the development of a program in favor of “well, that’s how we have always done it before.”

Performance improvement/ incentive programs can make a big difference to the bottom line of a business – but you need to make sure the program is designed/planned to generate the desired success, is clearly communicated and that the reward selection is more that just “OK.”

*****

BusinessHive sm, www.BusinessHive.com , provides counseling and coaching services for business individuals looking for honest and straightforward career support  & implementation of business solutions that improve profit performance and loyalty with employees, channels and customers. Contact David Carrithers, Chief Bee Keeper at 707-484-3620 or e-mail at David@BusinessHive.com.
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