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Introduction and rationale of report 
This research has been undertaken to glean suggestions for improvements that can be made to Ceredigion County Council’s Managing Performance policy and aligned processes to aid utilisation by line managers. The instruction to research the Managing Performance policy was set by my own line manager. I then set a focused area to research which is line managers utilisation of the policy because as Human Resources professionals, we often get line managers request information regarding the policy and the actions that they should be taking, and I want to explore why this is the case when there is a policy in place. 
The research has taken place within Ceredigion County Council (CCC) which is a Local Authority in mid-west Wales.  A rural area with 6 main towns and no cities, CCC serves approx. 71,500 residents (ONS, 2022) and employs circa 4,000 staff in total. The staff comprise of Corporate and School based staff.
This research aims to explore the challenges and barriers that the line managers within CCC face when trying to follow the managing performance policy. The aim of the research is to increase line manager engagement and application of the policy where required. The research also intends to assess the options available for improving utilisation before providing recommendations on any points deemed to support this aim.
Prior research has shown the benefits of managing employee performance include ensuring that employees perform effectively, identifies training and development needs, monitoring employee performance and having open lines of communication and improves employee job satisfaction.  (CMI, 2020)
There have not been any previous research cases specifically around the challenges on implementing policies within CCC, and therefore no previous research has addressed the unique challenges faced within the host organisation. 
The approach that I have taken in this research project is design thinking. This is due to my agreement with Liz Ryan (2021) that design thinking puts the individual at the heart of the problem with a focus on the creation of resources that will help support performance.
I will critically evaluate the literature available in connection to the topic in question, before presenting my methodology, the reasons behind it, how I’ve applied it and any limitations to it. Lastly, I will present the findings of the research for you the reader to review. 





Literature review
The purpose of the policy in question is “To help and encourage all employees to achieve and maintain satisfactory standards of job performance; and to ensure that all employees are treated fairly and consistently and without discrimination” (Ceredigion County Council, 2016) 
It is true that the Policy under question is the sharp end of that process and by the time there is a need to consult the policy numerous conversations should already have taken place to allow timely support of performance notes Beardwell and Clayton (2010 p. 473)
Ceredigion County Council’s Corporate Strategy for 2022-2027 explains that it is interwoven with corporate planning and performance management. The Strategy uses the ‘Golden Thread’ diagram to visualise the flow of the thread show how each level contributes to the next, in both directions. 
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                                                                       (Ceredigion County Council, 2022 p.37)
CCC’s approach is the epitome of Andrews’s et al’s view (2006) “The use of performance management systems is in part related to the aims and goals of an organization. Unless these goals are clear, unambiguous, and realistic, the organization may ﬁnd itself slipping into decline.” However, it may be questioned how many staff members are going to take the time to read the Corporate Strategy and furthermore if they will make the connection on how their performance as an individual is going to help the organisation to reach its objectives? 
The host organisation is public sector and therefore the employees are answerable to the people of Ceredigion. Paid performance incentives have not been in place since the introduction of Single Status, which brought to the end bonuses due to equal pay claims as men were treated more favourably than women (Rehman, 2009). Local Authorities now must concentrate on other benefits rather than financial recompense to recruit new talent and retain existing staff (Ceredigion County Council, 2019). 
Poor performance of individuals has an impact on the team’s productivity and morale, as other staff members notice the under-performance of others. (Strebler, 2004) Long term the risk is that those staff will have enough and leave. The process must be fit for purpose otherwise it risks defensive behaviour, creating an obsession with being ’above average’ on every objective but without thinking of the outcomes intended or otherwise and most importantly in the public sector, how those objectives being met improve the lives of the residents that are served. (LGA, 2022) 
There is an inherent need to ensure employees treated fairly during the managing performance policy otherwise it could lead to claims in an employment tribunal for unfair dismissal as noted in ‘Regan v. Kent Community Health NHS Foundation Trust’ (2017).
Are we providing our managers with too much support? Adams (2021) outlines that Managers need the core skills to be able to manage competently. Faragher (2018) quotes Dr Wendy Hirsh “HR has the right instinct, but sometimes over-elaborates the process. The intention is to be helpful but the more guidance you try to give managers, the more you can disable them.” Is there a need for a policy and a process and appended templates? Or perhaps would a checklist like the one Cardiff and Vale Health Board provide their managers be a better way of moving forward (CAVHB, no date)? 

Research Report aims and objectives
The aims and objectives of this research report is to collect data and analyse it to provide recommendations on what can be done to aid line manager’ utilisation of CCC’s managing performance policy.
i. Chosen research methodology
The researcher chose design thinking as the research methodology. This particular methodology was partly chosen for its “solution-based approach” (Interaction Design Foundation, no date) to resolving challenges. It also puts people at the centre of the problem and therefore compliments the research question as that is person focused as well. Design thinking also gives the opportunity to create a prototype solution which can be tested out. If after creating that prototype and testing it out it is not successful, then there is an ability to go back to a point in the process and try again. 
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                                                                                                        (Enclaria, 2021)

A questionnaire on Microsoft forms was created and the link shared with the managers via e-mail. The questionnaire contained both open and closed questions which should provide qualitative and quantitative data set. 
I had originally planned to run a focus group after the questionnaire, using the questions in the questionnaire being asked verbally to Managers who were willing to participate further and Trade Unions. The purpose behind my thinking was to collect more qualitative data but decided that asking the same participants the same questions would be unlikely to gain any further insights. By asking the same participants again it may run the risk of duplicating or invalidating the data that I had.
Secretly shadowing each Manager within the organisation would give a clearer picture however that method is neither realistic, ethical nor legal and would break the psychological contract if found. Research shows that a pilot survey would have helped to see if there were any weaknesses in the questions – time constraints meant that this was not possible.
ii. How the research participants were chosen
The questionnaire consisted of 11 questions and a link to complete it was sent to all line managers within the Corporate Services of Ceredigion County Council, the number of which total 236 and whose details were provided by Williams (2022). There are other managers within CCC, but I excluded them from the pool of participants. I did this because the managers within Schools Line Managers follow a separate Performance Management policy and therefore their responses would have undermined the validity of this research. (Ceredigion County Council, 2012).
55 responses were received, a response rate of 23%. This was lower than hoped for and must be highlighted that the research data is therefore limited to a small percentage of Managers input.
iii. Reliability, validity, and limitations of the research
As noted above managers within schools were not included due to them following a different policy and procedure for Managing performance. It may be worthwhile in future to get their views, or at least consider the steps and advice in the two policies to see if there are ways to bring them more in line, or lessons that could be learned from the other. 
The Cambridge Dictionary (2022) notes that bias is “the action of supporting or opposing a particular person or thing in an unfair way, because of allowing personal opinions to influence your judgment” 
Bias is something that needs to be considered and acknowledged in all forms of research as well. As a researcher I could have bias towards the subject matter and likewise, participants could apply their own biases i.e., if they themselves have been performance managed. There is also an element of trust required that the participants who have volunteered are answering truthfully and not in the way they think someone may want them to.
Presumption on part of the researcher that the responders would answer the questions from their experience with CCC but there are one or two questions that were open to interpretation i.e. “Have you had to follow the policy to address concerns regarding the performance of a staff member” could be interpreted as answering if the Manager had ever had to address performance issues with a staff member, not necessarily whilst working at CCC.

iv. How the research data was analysed
The questionnaire contained a mixture of questions where the participant chose a set answer i.e., yes, or no, and questions where they could free type and give their own input and views as answers. By asking both types of questions, the aim was to get both quantitative and qualitative data, giving a balanced data set.
I dissected the information and tried to simplify the answers to show the logic. (Horn, 2009)

Findings 
A review of the current Managing Performance policy and to suggest improvements to the policy and aligned process that would aid line managers and increase the policy’s utilisation.
The outcome of research reveals the following information:
Most of the participants have engaged with the policy under review. It is slightly disappointing that 4% of the participants have not, especially as a copy of the policy was attached to the email containing the link to the questionnaire. The email also advised respondents to read the policy for them to be able participate fully and give meaningful and appropriate answers to the questions. Overall, it seems that the cascading of the Corporate Wellbeing plan etc is taking place. 
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The fact that 40% of respondents have had to follow the current policy to address performance concerns regarding the performance of a member of staff shows that there is a need for the policy to be accessible and for resources to be clear and easy to follow.  


The participants were asked why they did not / would not follow the policy if faced with an underperforming member of staff and given the option to choose one of five prepared answers or to choose other and provide information. 58% of managers said that they would follow policy, however 15% of responses were linked with action plans and the uncertainty managers had around them, namely, how to complete them and the level of detail required.


100% of respondents said having pre-prepared resources as part of the policy would be beneficial. I was surprised by the overwhelming result of this – I expected some managers would have preferred to have autonomy over what they put. It also raised the question in my mind whether this would be to save time or due to laziness and wanting to be spoon-fed? Although it is not within the remit of this research, I am now interested as to why the participants believed that this would be beneficial.
From the open questions asking specifically for participant input contained recurring themes of template resources, updating of the language in the policy along with the suitability of the policy considering working from home. 
“Flowchart may be useful”
“Terminology/officer titles etc. need updating.... Personnel to HR etc... a more modern style of document format may make it easier to read... some kind of easy flowchart/pictorial of the process might help.”
“I believe the criteria may need to change with the Working from home policy. There are some definitions in the Policy such as 'lack of capability' - it's difficult to judge what is lack of capability when things have changed to online.”
The investigation represents the correlation among the respondents on what support can be put in place to support the managers to utilise the policy. The data and findings are showing that creating templates to incorporate into the policy and updating the language in it are relatively quick and easy wins. Line Managers face time constraints therefore having pre-prepared resources will assist with this challenge, but it does make me wonder are we spoon-feeding too much of our managers and taking away their autonomy?

Conclusion
The research title of “A review of the current Managing Performance policy and to suggest improvements to the policy and aligned process that would aid line managers and increase the policy’s utilisation” has been comprehensively researched and has allowed the researcher to come to interesting conclusions. 
The participants have provided feedback that does indeed align with the mission statement of the managing performance policy, which was “to help and encourage all employees to achieve and maintain satisfactory standards of job performance; and to ensure that all employees are treated fairly and consistently and without discrimination” (Ceredigion, 2016) in my opinion.
The research shows that managers do not view the extra resources negatively, in fact they are positively in favour of having extra tools that they view as assisting with their role, which contradicts Faragher’s (2018) quotation regarding disabling the managers. Or perhaps it is that the managers can’t see it?
Naively, I had not considered the impact of hybrid-working and the effect that may have on managers following the managing performance policy with a member of staff. If I were to do the research again, I would contain give more consideration to that element.
The wider implication of the research is that it has highlighted that a few of CCC’s policies need reviewing due to outdated terminology and to consider how hybrid working affects them. 
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Would having pre-prepared resources as part of the policy i.e. a template action plan be beneficial?

Percentage	Yes	No	1	0	

Have you had to follow the policy to address concerns regarding the performance of a staff member?

Percentage	Yes	No	0.4	0.6	

Why would you not / did you not follow policy?

Percentage	Need training on writing action plans/no experience of Action Plans  	I would follow it if required to do performane management 	No support 	Not sure how detailed the notes needed to be 	N/A I followed policy 	Not had to follow policy yet	No answer	Policy was too complicated 	The policy in practice doesn't go to plan 	0.11	0.05	0.04	0.04	0.57999999999999996	0.03	0.09	0.02	0.02	


image1.png
The ‘Golden Thread’ in Ceredigion

National Well-being Local Well-being
Goals Plan

Corporate Strategy

Our Strategy and
Vision

How will we deliver and
measure success

" Business Plans
Our Business Plans

How will we manage
and deliver with our
teams and staff





image2.png
Design Thinking Change Management

Solution Design Implementation

Human-Centered

Adoption

Innovation Empathy

New Systems/Processes/
Ways of Working

Co-creation Influence

Collaboration/
Engagement

Creativity Leadership

Prototyping/
Iteration

Research

Readiness

Why

What





image3.png
Have you read Ceredigion County Council's
Managing Employee Performance Policy?

=Yes = No




