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5 Hidden Barriers
to Performance

Helping employees overcome them and achieve breakthroughs
in overall performance

by Geraldine Markel, PhD

hen the owners of a
local grocery chain
enlisted the help of a

coach, they explained that the new
operations manager lacked com-
munication and relationship skills.
They described her as grumpy and
short-tempered, unable to locate re-
cords without help, and frequently
needed employees to explain their
jobs to her. By contrast, the previ-
ous manager was efficient, ener-
getic, and on top of all the details.
For 20 years she’d overseen rapid
growth and prosperity, but when
she left, the efficiency left with her.
The coach determined that the new
manager wasn’t lacking interper-
sonal skills. She simply didn’t know
how the department functioned.
More and more, businesses bring
in coaches to deal with employee
performance problems. Often, they
assume the problems stem from
relationships or poor
between leader

negative
communication
and staff, supervisor and employ-
ee, or among team members. The
coach, however, may discover the
problems are not actually with par-
ticular individuals, but are part of
the larger system. Communication

could be just a surface issue, and
focusing on it may mask the true,
often hidden, barriers to perfor-
mance. These include:
1.Fuzzy or constantly shifting
goals
2. Unclear directions, processes
and timelines
distractions
and interruptions, permitted

3. Overwhelming

by the system
4. Inappropriate multitasking
5.Lack of timely, relevant feed-
back.
Coaches who help employees
overcome these barriers can achieve

significant breakthroughs in overall
performance. Here’s a closer look:

Fuzzy or constantly

shifting goals

Leaders in management and train-
ing have promoted SMART goals
for decades.! To be effective, goals
need to be Specific, Measurable, At-
tainable, Realistic, and Time-bound.
Yet, many workplaces still operate
with unclear expectations. Employ-
ees don’t know whether they’ve met
the goals or what their bosses actu-
ally want. Or there may be incom-
patible goals and demands between
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Coaching Tips: Dealing with Performance Barriers

implemented?”

Fuzzy/ “I’'m not sure what’s wanted. | “Have you considered “Can you list one possible goal for

constantly Each team member has a asking for a written set of | the team or project?”

shifting goals | different idea.” “Are goals goals?” “Might this be an example of a goal
listed/ public/visible?” for this project?”

Unclear “I’m not exactly sure of “What training was pro- “Is there a model of a similar project

directions/ what’s wanted. Each person | vided?” “Has a process that has been completed recently?”

processes/ on the team seems to have been described to show “Who is the expert on this topic?”

timelines a different idea.” how the project should be

Overwhelming
distractions/
interruptions
permitted by

“Someone is calling or inter-
rupting me all day. If | close
my door, they say I’'m non
communicative, but | can’t

“How often do you have
15 to 20 minutes of undis-
tracted time to think, solve
problems or be creative?”

“What would it take to develop
Quiet Zones or Electronic Lock-
downs during which there are no
interruptions or gadgets used for

racing and | feel frustrated
and scattered.”

productive?”

the system think under these condi- brief periods?” “Just for 15 minutes,
tions!” try working in a quiet, non distract-
ing location with all but necessary
digital equipment turned off.”
Inappropriate | “I’'m doing three or four “Describe the times dur- “Would you be willing to set aside
multi-tasking things at once. My mind is ing which you are most some Think Time, during which

you’d do one thing at a time with
intense focus? This would be espe-
cially useful when problem-solving
is required.”

Lack of timely,
relevant
feedback

“No one says anything
about my work, good or
bad.”

“How aware are you of
the scheduled times and
procedures for employee
evaluations?”

“What are questions you’d like an-
swered about your performance?”
“Would you need to practice re-
questing such information?”
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departments or teams. Given the cur-
rent economy, it’s tempting to just
stack new goals on top of previous
ones, without alignment or resources.

The coach listens for clues that
reveal ill-defined goals, such as,
“I'm not exactly sure what’s want-
ed. Each member of the team seems
to have a different idea.” When
goals are unclear, the coach helps
employees develop new ones that
are concrete and well defined. The
result is enhanced individual and
system performance where goals
are monitored, measured, and at-
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tainable in a reasonable timeframe.

The importance of providing clear
processes for employees to follow
has been emphasized since the mid-
dle of last century, as a key to achiev-
ing quality results.? If the employees
or teams aren’t sure how to complete
tasks, they may feel like they are
spinning their wheels and begin to
look for ways to avoid work. That
makes them more vulnerable to dis-
traction, procrastination, or perfec-

tionism. The more detailed, boring,
or long-term the task, the greater the
vulnerability.

The coach listens for clues that re-
veal a lack of clarity, such as, “The
supervisor said, ‘“Take the ball and
run with it” How does that help me
know what to do?’” Success or fail-
ure may hinge on clarity, or lack of it.
The coach’s task is to help employees
voice their needs for information,
resources, or instructions, perhaps
by suggesting questions to get them
started: “Is the timeline realistic?”
“What resources are available?”



“If we have questions, who can we
call?” “What metrics or accountabil-
ity issues are involved?” Uncertainty
often results in unproductive behav-
ior, whereas the ability to ask ques-
tions is a valuable tool that promotes
workplace productivity. The coach
may need to examine work guides,
project management sheets, or policy
manuals for clear directions.

Overwhelming distractions
and interruptions,
permitted by the system
More than ever, distractions at work
have become epidemic, causing em-
ployees to operate on the basis of
continuous partial attention. Ac-
cording to one study, work interrup-
tions consume 28 percent of each
workday (more than two hours per
employee).?
visits, phone calls, texts, e-mails, not
to mention self-inflicted interrup-

Interruptions  include

tions like checking social media sites
or surfing the Internet. Employees
and management alike are aware of
the distractions, but few attempt to
set policies or enforce existing poli-
cies that limit these distractions.

The coach may hear something
like this: “Someone is calling or in-
terrupting me all day. If T close my

door, they say 'm non-communi-
cative, but I can’t think under these
conditions.” The coach can improve
performance by drawing attention
to the sabotaging effect that partial
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simultaneously often results in inac-
curacies and omissions. As the brain
shifts rapidly between tasks, time
is lost in the process. Most jobs do
involve some multi-tasking, and this

“The ability to ask questions is a

valuable tool that promotes
workplace productivity.”

attention has on accuracy and com-
pleteness. He or she can monitor the
drag distraction has on productivity,
by observing employees as they try
to complete tasks.

Inappropriate multitasking

There is a widely accepted myth that
the average person can successfully
multi-task. Recent studies show that
“only two percent of people can
multi-task effectively.”* Employees
and management may think they
are saving time by multi-tasking, but
in reality this practice actually saps
energy and drains productivity. Re-
search shows it’s generally not pos-
sible to pay simultaneous attention
to two demanding tasks. Attempting
to perform two challenging tasks
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may work well with some habitual
or manual tasks. But when analyti-
cal thinking, problem solving, or cre-
ative endeavors are involved, this is
inappropriate. Employees need to
focus on one task.

The coach listens for statements
like this, “I'm doing three or four
things at once. My mind is racing
and I feel frustrated and scattered.”
The coach can help enhance perfor-
mance and productivity by having
employees identify the types and fre-
quency of multi-tasking on the job.

Lack of timely, relevant
feedback
Positive, constructive feedback has
been acknowledged through decades
of research, as an effective way to im-
prove employee performance.’ The
relationship between feedback and
improved performance is remark-
able, but too often, employees lack
the information they need. Adequate
performance feedback helps employ-
ees determine what works well and
what changes are needed.

The coach may hear statements
like this: “No one says anything
about my work, good or bad,” in-

5 Sundem, G. “This is Your Brain on Multitasking,” Psychology Today. February 24, 2012.
(http;///www.psychologytoday.com/blog/brain-trust/201202/is-your-brain-multitasking).

dicating the employee may feel un-
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appreciated and uncertain about his
or her performance. On a system
level the coach can identify exist-
ing processes for giving and get-
ting feedback, and whether they are
effective, or harmful. If feedback
opportunities are sporadic, or are
just a thinly veiled vehicle for per-

sonal attacks, they are likely to be
damaging. Some companies avoid
feedback altogether, out of fear of
conflict. If there is a feedback pro-
cedure, the coach should determine
if it is integrated at all system levels.

Lack of integration will make it
hard to track what is going right,

responsible.
projects.
complete my work.

and completeness.

Performance Barriers: Employee Quick-Check

1. | need more specificity about the performance goals for which I'm

2. 1 am unclear about the process or instructions for completing tasks or
3. | feel overwhelmed by interruptions and distractions when | try to

4. | try to multitask, but I’'m not completing tasks on time or with accuracy

5. I need more relevant, specific and useful feedback about how I’'m doing.

what is not working, and what cor-
rective actions need to be taken.
The coach can promote an atmo-
sphere in which a performance
problem is not seen as a personal-
ity defect, but as an opportunity
for information exchange, problem
solving and support.

The path to high employee per-
formance is strewn with concealed
barriers. The coach starts by iden-
tifying these barriers and working
with employees to overcome them.
The key is to separate individual
communication or relationship is-
sues from those caused by system
inadequacies. Uncovering and deal-
ing with even one of these hidden
barriers can dramatically improve
employee performance.
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Do you have

Abundance Intelligence®?

Sign up at www.Abundancelntelligence.com and find out.
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