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HPT: The Culture Factor

by Roger M. Addison and Klaus D. Wittkuhn

ver the past four years,

participants from North

America, South America,

Europe, Africa, the Middle
East, Asia, and Australia have attended
the International Society for Performance
Improvement’s (ISPI) Institutes. They
have left with human performance tech-
nology (HPT) tools and techniques to use
around the world. We hear success stories
from the United Kingdom, Germany,
Portugal, Argentina, Brazil, Australia,
Canada, and other countries. While the
fundamentals of HPT remain consistent,
one thing becomes clear as we reflect
on these success stories: Culture makes a

difference.

International mergers and acquisitions are
increasing. Companies are going global.
Our colleagues are being assigned to posts
overseas, leaving their familiar culture
behind. We are exchanging phone mes-
sages, emails, and data files worldwide.
We are learning new ways of communicat-

ing and working in different time zones.

Working with colleagues from other areas
of the world can be stressful because we
face different values and behaviors. On
the surface, everything might look the

same, but the way we experience work
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may be totally different from culture to
culture. This can have far-reaching conse-
quences. If a manager goes to a production
site in a foreign country, he or she can no
longer be sure that the management tech-
niques he or she has found successful will

work in another culture.

How do we identify and prepare for these
differences, and how can we adapt our

behaviors and methods for success?

One management challenge is to simulta-
neously manage performance across
national cultures and within fast-chang-
ing corporate cultures. How can HPT sup-
port managers to meet this challenge? Can
HPT be successfully adapted to different
cultures? We have found that two HPT
tools—the culture audit and the systems
model—can help performance consul-
tants understand different cultures and
provide the basis for successful manage-

ment action.
What Is Culture?

What do we mean when we say “culture”?

There are many definitions:

e “The totality of socially transmitted
behavior patterns, arts, beliefs, institu-
tions, and all other products of human

work and thought characteristics of a



community or
(Morris, 1970).

population” FOCUS

SAMPLE AREAS SAMPLE QUESTIONS

e Schein tells us, “ Culture is the
way in which a group of people
solve problems” (1985).

e Trompenaars states, “Every cul-
ture distinguishes itself from
others by the specific solutions
it chooses to certain problems.

The Worker: Individual or Teams | =

Leadership .
+  Followership
«  Motivation

Name three people in your
group whom you consider
leaders. What makes them

It is convenient to look at these
problems under three headings:
(1) those which arise from our
relationships with other people;
(2) those which come from the
passage of time; and (3) those
which relate to the environ-
ment” (1992).

« Incentives leaders?

» Leaming + How do employees get

«  Information information?

»  Heroes, past and present «  What motivates employees in
your group? :

The Work: Process »  Service »  What are the service-level
o Sales agreements for your group?
«  Operations ¢« What feedback do employees

« Line groups
»  Staff groups

receive about the processes
they are responsible for?

»  How do things get done
around here?

¢  How do things get

e Kotter and Heskett say that cul-
ture is shared values and group
behavior norms (1992).

e The American anthropologist
Margaret Mead has suggested
that culture is “a preferred way
a group of people behave”
(1965).

The Workplace: Organization

measured?
+  Vision »  What are the three most
«  Values important values of your
«  Structure organization?
+ . Environment «  Tell me about your
»  Technology organizational brand and
+  Leadership practices how it is used.
+  Management practices «  What advice would you give
+ Rites me on how to be successful
« Rituals in this organization?

« Brand image

Figure 1. Structure of a Culture Audit.

In organizations, culture can also be

defined as “the way things are done

around here.” This is a useful way to think about culture
because it opens two avenues for interventions:

e Change culture and you change the way things get done.
¢ Change the way things get done and you change culture.

Culture Audits

If you are a performance consultant, you frequently find
yourself in new environments. As an internal consultant,
your assignment may be in the finance department one day
and human resources the next. You may work at a central
level or be assigned to the field. If your organization is multi-
national, your territory may be global.

As an external performance consultant, your clients may be
local, national, or global. Each assignment presents its own
challenges.

Whatever the venue, your success or failure as a performance
consultant requires you to get to know your client organiza-
tion’s language, customs, values, beliefs, management prac-
tices, policies, procedures, stories, legends, and taboos.
Savvy performance consultants use the culture audit to
quickly get to know a new organization.

The culture audit supports the systematic approach perfor-
mance consultants use to identify performance issues and
opportunities in an organization’s work, workers, and work-
place. It also assesses the values of an organization’s cus-

tomers, owners, and employees.

Figure 1 is a sample chart that structures the culture audit
and suggests the kinds of questions to ask to learn the most
about the critical components of every organization: the
work, the workers, and the workplace.

It is also helpful to read an organization’s annual report, let-
ters to stockholders, newsletters, web pages, news articles,
financial statements, business analysis statements, and
training materials. In addition to the suggested questions in
the chart, develop questions around customer values, owner
values, employee values, organizational taboos, sensitivities,
perceptions, and rumors.

Here are some questions to ask your client to help you design
your next culture audit:

e Who are the stakeholders?

e How is your organization organized?

e What are the profiles of internal and external customers?
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e Who would you interview?

e What questions would you ask?

e What observations would you make?
e What resources would you review?

The findings from a culture audit will prove invaluable as
performance consultants identify possible interventions/
solutions to performance problems. A successful implemen-
tation of any intervention must consider the organizational
culture to be successful.

The HPT Systems Model: A Tool for
Understanding Culture

Most performance consultants have probably never considered
that every familiar HPT model was developed in a specific cul-
tural context. That context assures that the “host” culture’s
basic assumptions are built into the model. This is not a con-
sciously planned characteristic of a model. For people, living
in a culture is like swimming in the water is for a fish: One does
not recognize one’s basic cultural values and beliefs as being
there. They are the water one swims in. Everything one does
takes this water into account unconsciously.

The assumptions, values, and beliefs built into the HPT
models we know are those of Western industrialized coun-
tries. And even in Western industrialized countries, cultures
are very different. This means that we must adapt our HPT
models so they can become useful and powerful tools to help
our clients.

Let us consider HPT models as generic. They show some gen-
eral elements and their inter-relationships. This is true of all
models, even within the culture where they were developed.
To be effective tools, HPT models must be adapted to fit the
particular culture in which they will be used.

A basic tenet of HPT is that performance is the result of a
system. If we want to understand and manage performance we
have to understand this system. Therefore, we must under-
stand the major elements influencing performance and their
inter-relationships.

When we read the HPT literature, we find common elements
in many models. If we extract the essential ones, we can create
a basic HPT systems model that might look like Figure 2.

Understanding performance begins with understanding the
customer. There has to be a connection between customers
and managers so that management can set objectives that will
meet the customers’ needs. Then the workers must meet
those objectives by producing the outputs the customer
wants. Finally, management receives customer feedback on
the outputs via the same loop used to understand customer
needs. This is the most important circle in any performance
system. If something is wrong within this circle, any
improvement outside it is bound to fail.

There are additional elements that influence performance.
The quality of the output depends on the quality of the input,
on the resources required, and on the workflow design.
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Figure 2. A Basic Performance System.
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Figure 3. Adaptation of the System to a More Particularist Culture.

Poorly designed workflow usually hurts performance. There
is also a feedback loop that connects the output with the
worker. If the worker is not on track, he should receive imme-
diate feedback to take corrective action.

Finally, we need a reward system that includes consequences
for poor performance. That results in a basic systems model
that describes the inter-relationships among the major ele-
ments that influence performance. For the purposes of this
article, this model is sufficient.

Adapting the Basic Systems Model for Cultural Differences

Managing performance in a foreign culture first means under-
standing the performance system of that culture. Which ele-
ments do we have to add? Which elements change their
meaning? Which relationships change?

Let’s move our model to a more particularist culture, where
personal relationships and individual situations are very
important. In such a culture, goal-setting is a specific and
personal process. Our model must be adapted to consider the
relationship between the worker and the worker’s individual
situation. In this culture, performance objectives and the
worker become one. In such a culture, it is not possible to
manage performers by setting anonymous objectives for large
populations (see Figure 3).

Continuing on our world tour, let’s visit a more collectivist
culture. Here, the individual only exists as part of a social
group. Individual performance is not a popular concept in
this culture. The value of individual performance is probably

difficult for the people in this collectivist culture to grasp.
And, in addition, performance for them depends heavily on
the morale and the cohesiveness of the group. Objectives only
work through this group consciousness. An adjusted perfor-
mance system would look like that in Figure 4.

Our last stop is in a more ascriptive culture, where the
worker’s supervisor is connected with everything concerning
the worker. Feedback comes only through the supervisor
because he or she is the boss. Pay for performance means that
if the worker earned a reward, the supervisor would get one
also (see Figure 5).

HPT—A Powerful Cross-Cultural Tool

Our cultural “tour” shows that HPT models are powerful
tools for understanding and managing performance in foreign
cultures when they are adapted to work with different cul-
tural norms. We must simply begin with a slight change in our
thinking—to view models as generic and in need of adaptation

4 )
My
What defines your mastery?

When we think of mastery we think of Mager
Homme, Rummler, Tosti, Brethower, Geis, Rossett,
Lineberry, Harmon, Jackson, Thiagarajan, Murray,
Stolovitch, Binder, Lindsley, Hale, Foshay, Langdon,
Kaufman, Valentine, Bullock, Deterline, Harless,
Markle, Gilbert, and Skinner.
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Figure 4. Adaptation of the System to a More Collectivist Culture.

to work successfully in other cultures. Any model is really no
more than a working hypothesis that has to prove its useful-

ness every time.

The performance consultant can best bridge culture differences

by reading a lot about culture and by doing the following:

e Adapting generic models to be culture specific for suc-
cessful analysis in foreign cultures

e Verifying ideas in discussions with “natives”

e Reworking the models constantly

e Starting with a generic model, developing a specific
model for the company and culture

e Always taking the model as a hypothesis

Then, as the world shrinks to enable performance consul-
tants to work in different cultures, our proven HPT tools will
accompany us and, with a little adaptation, will serve us as
well as they always have.
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Figure 5. Adaptation of the System to a More Ascriptive Culture.
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