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[bookmark: _Toc98838819]Executive Summary

The following report critically evaluates Performance Management systems in work-based learning organisation Pathways Training, with particular reference to annual appraisals, quarterly standardisation meetings and employee personal development plans. 
The report discusses the benefits of strengthening these systems in regards to retaining contractual funding from Welsh Government to support the delivery of apprenticeships and evaluates strong and weaker areas of this HR function, before proposing recommendations for improvement which will be discussed in Assignment 2.



















[bookmark: _Toc98838820]Introduction & Organisational Overview

Armstrong describes Human Resource Management as “how people are employed, managed and developed in organisations” (Armstrong, 2020). Strategic HRM refers to how we utilise and link individuals within an organisation to its objectives, “so that its human capital resources most effectively contribute to strategic business objectives” (Kaufman 2015, cited from Armstrong, 2020). This report will focus on Pathways Training - a work-based learning provider; partner organisation of Skills Academy Wales [SAW] consortium, which is a leading provider of apprenticeships, operating in South and Mid Wales. Although it is a part of Neath Port Talbot Group of Colleges [NPTC], Pathways operates as a separate entity outside of term time. 
[image: ]The organisation has a hierarchical and functional structure, with front line staff organised into different industry sectors including Health and Social Care [HSC], Management, Engineering, Construction and so on. It recently went under a restructure, with lines of reporting as seen below -  











NPTC has its own HR department and many functions are split between this department and Pathways management, dependent on the support needed. Performance is typically reviewed from a top-down approach, however, research has found a less than cohesive and sometimes inefficient approach to performance management. For this reason, the author has chosen to critically evaluate the performance management structure and process in Pathways Training, then propose a performance management system that is fit for purpose.  
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In a general context “a performance management system is the defined set of procedures – planning, monitoring and reviewing performance – that in sequence constitute an organization’s formal approach to performance management” (Armstrong, 2020). A typical cycle starts with: planning and setting objectives; then monitoring an individual’s performance and providing support and guidance where necessary; followed by a review of that performance. To ensure positive organisational performance, HR should embed an effective system will draw upon an organisation’s goals and objectives and facilitate effective working of staff in achievement of those objectives. For example, SAW’s goals are stated in their Quality Development Plan [QDP] as – 
· Improving Standards 
· Improving Wellbeing and Attitudes to Learning
· Improving Teaching and Learning Experiences
· Improving Care, Support and Guidance
· Improving Leadership and Management	
(Skills Academy Wales, 2021)		

The QDP then outlines agreed actions for the achievement of these goals -  in order to improve standards, Pathways Training and other partner organisations must “improve outcomes across all Apprenticeship programmes and exceed the national comparator” (Skills Academy Wales, 2021). The performance management functions that best support this action are monthly sector standardisations and annual employee appraisal. 
For Pathways, effective performance management systems will allow the organisation to retain a motivated workforce, which will increase the chances of higher attainment of apprenticeships for this contract year. Fulfilling their contract with Welsh Government helps  to secure funding for the following contract year and denotes the value of that contract, for example, in contract year 20/21, NPTC secured the third highest contract value for apprenticeships at £ 11,840,490. Furthermore, since the coronavirus outbreak, the number of approved providers eligible for funding has decreased from seventeen to ten – effective performance management systems will give Pathways a strategic edge in this market, meaning that they will be able to fulfil their contractual obligations to Welsh Government and successfully secure funding in the future (Welsh Government, 2021).












[bookmark: _Toc98838822]An Evaluation of Performance Management Functions 

For context, the author has perspective of the performance management systems of Pathways as both a frontline worker and member of the Quality Assurance department, having recently been promoted into the role of Lead Internal Quality Assurer [IQA]. They have undertaken these processes as an assessor and now are responsible for the management of eight assessors on the HSC team. There are many systems that fall under performance management, however, this report will focus on three fundamental systems the author feels need to be reviewed, due to their role in the strategic performance of the organisation -	
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Within Pathways these are known as annual appraisals and are carried out by the manager. Employees receive a form that they fill out in advance of the meeting [see appendix 1], where they look back on the past year and rate their own performance, identify their strengths and also any weaker areas they feel need improvement. The form is then sent to the manager to review and both attend a meeting to assign personal targets for the year ahead. 
According to Gifford (cited from CIPD, 2020), this method is a ‘traditional’ approach that is “subjective” and feedback is limited as it is from a “single source (the line manager).” Referring back to the organisational structure, Pathways’ Manager has little to do with the individual sectors day-to-day; this responsibility falls to the Lead IQAs and so this is a valid criticism. However, the manager is privy to key performance indicators for both sector and individual assessors, such as learner retention and achievement, which can help to measure the performance of an individual employee, or for the sector overall year on year. Whilst these can be indicative of employee performance, KPIs can also present a barrier to performance where employees are having to justify themselves or measure themselves against them, shifting their focus away from their day-to-day tasks (Ryan, 2015). This is often the case with the annual appraisal in Pathways, where an assessor’s performance grade could suffer due to factors beyond their control, such as the coronavirus outbreak. In a recent podcast on the CIPD website, Jonny Gifford stated that “yearly appraisals make performance management a once a year tick box exercise” where regular monthly performance reviews are better suited in driving employee performance. The focus needs to be on “coaching conversations”, focused on an employee’s learning and development. Frequency of feedback is fundamental in achieving positive results in performance management, so HR departments should seek to integrate a system in which regular coaching is implemented for the day-to-day needs of workers and an annual appraisal can take place at the end of the year (CIPD, 2017). Gifford was also conscious of separating numerical or financially-motivated conversations from qualitative development meetings i.e. keeping discussions of commission or KPI-related performance separate from an employee’s personal development plan, related to their skills and training needs.
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These are quarterly meetings conducted within each sector to ensure each member of the team is delivering qualifications to the same standard i.e. delivery is standardised. Key areas of delivery are discussed within the team and decisions are documented for scrutiny from an External Quality Assurer, who represents the Awarding Body from which the qualifications are obtained i.e. HSC currently delivers qualifications for City & Guilds. Every sector within Pathways holds regular standardisations, although ironically the process itself is not standardised and is at the discretion of the Lead IQA for each sector. 
HSC has experienced a number of challenges during the recent pandemic – a new suite of competency qualifications to prepare; HSC work settings in mandatory lockdown, consequently leading to suspension of HSC apprenticeships all across Wales; candidates having limited access to technology and similarly, many assessors struggled with the new systems of working, particularly the shift to online and hybrid teaching methods. Standardisations also took place online in a bid to alleviate the impact on delivery as much as possible, but many colleagues expressed demotivation and disillusion in the absence of face-to-face contact. Many HSC settings continue to face the threat of lockdown, as any positive cases lead to closure to reduce the risk of infection toward the vulnerable people they support.
With the above in mind, the strategy of standardisation meetings shifted slightly to address the mental wellbeing of assessors on the team, as well as the delivery requirements for the qualifications. Standardisations for HSC are now organised monthly and face-to-face where possible, although all members also have the option of attending online. The first point of the meeting is always the day-to-day or for assessors to express any concerns and the agenda is kept flexible as the team adapts to situations within a moment’s notice, or the need arises for one member of the team to receive 1-1 coaching on a specific issue. Mayo’s Human Relations theory emphasises the importance of the “social person” and recognising individual needs and diversity, believing employees should be treated as individuals and encouraged to participate, thereby giving their role significance (Hogg & Vaughn, 2017). This is further supported by Gilbert (cited from Torchiana & Elliott, 2021) who recognised the multi-faceted nature of performance management that required a strong “integrated and aligned” system that not only focused on feedback and measuring performance but also on the working environment holistically. The standardisations in Pathways are one of the stronger facets of performance management due to their purpose in guiding and motivating staff, as well as providing consistency in feeding back to teams. There is missed opportunity here to utilise these meetings to facilitate discussion of employee performance in the annual appraisals, or as a means of obtaining 360° feedback from the Lead IQAs to the Pathways Manager. Given the Lead IQAs are more involved with the day-to-day and work more closely with the assessors “the advantage… is that individuals get a more rounded view of their performance from different perspectives than they can obtain if their only assessment is by their manager” (Armstrong, 2020).

[bookmark: _Toc98838825]Personal Development Plans

These are probably one of the more problematic areas of HR within Pathways, as the use of the phrase ‘personal development plan’ is interchangeable with ‘performance improvement plan’, when the two are vastly different procedures and this incorrectly reinforces a bleak outlook on what should be a positive and supporting experience. Also, PDPs are colloquially known as ‘Performance Management’ themselves, immediately giving this area of HR negative connotations with staff and wrongly attributing it as a singular entity. Furthermore, PDPs are only formally initiated when an employee has been assigned this activity based on poor performance – they are seen as a punishment. As an example, a member of the HSC team previously went on ‘Performance Management’ due to non-compliance with Welsh Government reporting and low attainment of apprenticeships. As seen in appendix 1, performance and development planning occurs during the annual appraisal and staff are expected to keep record of their continuous professional development throughout the year. This is also addressed in standardisations, so there is certainly confusion and a lack of cohesion around personal development planning.
When enacted correctly, Armstrong (2020) states that “performance planning is the process of aligning individual goals with strategic goals of the organization.” Assessors are encouraged to use the ‘SMART’ acronym when setting themselves targets, or when encouraging their candidates to set their monthly review targets for completion of the qualification. Targets should be Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic and Time-bound or, in other words, clear, stretching and challenging, quantifiably measurable and set with a realistic deadline for completion. Gifford (cited from CIPD, 2017) also argues that objectives focused on behaviour can be equally beneficial, particularly if that employee’s role is hard to quantify i.e. ‘do your best’ objectives can be more effective for complex tasks. Increasingly, organisations are employing models of continuous feedback, as opposed to yearly or 6-monthly reviews (CIPD, 2020), supported by theory such as the Appreciative Inquiry Model. This is based on the principle that performance can be driven by further involvement from employees that “compel” them and increase “anticipatory learning”, thereby improving motivation and performance. It is a strengths-based approach that identifies best practices and uses this as a foundation to plan development (Henderson, 2019). For example, rather than focusing on what isn’t going well, encourage individuals or teams to question what is going well or discuss past successes or evidence of good practice. 
PDPs should be an ongoing and positive experience for the whole team and in a ‘new normal’ training opportunities should be embracing the hybrid method of working. Pathways has recently started using Smart Assessor, an e-portfolio system that allows assessors to manage their CPD online, at their convenience. There is still room for face-to-face contact to keep morale high, but there is also opportunity to utilise these online systems for the convenience of staff, such as lower costs to attend online and time efficiency (Mushtaque, et al., 2021).
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In summary, Pathways Training has some effective Performance Management systems on paper, but the implementation of these processes is often seen as obligatory, rather than as an opportunity to shape and grow the workforce, or isn’t implemented consistently sector to sector. Certain activities are wrongly attributed as punishment for members of staff not performing well and so the phrase ‘Performance Management’ colloquially has negative connotations for employees in the organisation.
There needs to be a clear, over-arching structure of Performance Management systems that is easy to follow by staff and simple to implement by management. Furthermore, the management team need to shift the focus from out-dated quantitative measures of performance to systems of regular and continuous feedback. Better utilisation of the Quality Assurance team could provide opportunities for differentiated coaching and support that suits the needs of individuals.
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The following is an outline of the author’s recommendations to improve Performance Management within Pathways Training, which will be evaluated and discussed in more detail in Assignment 2 – 
· Recruitment of HR personnel to be point of contact between Pathways Training and NPTC or review of roles and responsibilities within management team
There is a potential cost here due to the need to recruit a HR officer for Pathways, unless existing staff can facilitate this change in HR, or within Pathways management. 	

· Annual appraisals to be undertaken by Lead IQAs specific to the sector
There are no perceived costs here, although this would require a review of the current Lead IQA job description, as appraisals are usually carried out by the manager.	

· Clear Performance Management strategy and processes documented for standardisation purposes, across Pathways Training using Gilbert’s Performance/Work System Model (Torchiana & Elliott, 2021).
Again, no perceived costs here, although the design and implementation of this system will take time and may be met with resistance from staff due to perceived changes. This will be discussed in more detail in Assignment 2.
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