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A critical review of staff engagement with performance conversations within Hywel Dda University Health Board. How does psychological safety relate to engagement with performance conversations?

Background & Rationale
Hywel Dda University Health Board (HDdUHB) is a public sector, healthcare organisation in South-West Wales which employs 11,923 staff (HDdUHB, 2024a).
Given the financial investment in staff, it is crucial for HDdUHB to get the most out of this investment by managing performance effectively (Young, 2024) to maximise potential (Gifford, 2024a). Especially as HDdUHB strives to make changes to current financial and working practices, in line with targeted intervention (Welsh Government, 2024). Welsh Government currently monitor compliance with annual reviews and HDdUHB has improved compliance by 5.6% over the last year, but it has dropped from 3rd to 4th when benchmarked against the 6 other NHS Wales Health Boards (HDdUHB, 2024a). Caution should be aired as a focus on this measure could detract from the quality and value of the intended output (Denning, 2021) and annual reviews only focus on one element of performance management (PM) (Gifford, 2024b). Performance conversations are another element of PM which can inform learning and development, motivate and enable exploration of challenges (Gifford, 2024b). This is notable, given that the Ockenden (2022) report highlighted issues with staff training, accountability and learning from incidents as key factors which contributed to the failures at Shrewsbury and Telford Hospital NHS Trust. PM mechanisms within HDdUHB should enable “high performing teams where everyone has the opportunity to raise concerns, ask questions, generate ideas and shape solutions” (Gostling, 2020). 
Conducting this research will support HDdUHB to better understand current engagement with performance conversations and how to progress it (Cioca & Gifford, 2022). It would support the wider NHS to gain insight into current PM practices (NHS Employers, 2024). It will expand on current research in the field by exploring engagement with performance conversations (O’Kane et al., 2023), analysing the role of psychological safety (Cartland et al., 2022; Ajjawi et al., 2022) (Cioca & Gifford, 2022) with human resources staff in a healthcare setting. 

Aim and Objectives
Question
What is the role of psychological safety in staff engagement with performance conversations?



Aim
To investigate staff engagement with performance conversations and the role of psychological safety within the Workforce and Organisation Development (WFOD) Directorate of HDduHB.

Objectives
· To define, research and critically review performance conversations and the concept of psychological safety utilising existing literature and secondary data, from internal and external sources.
· To identify perceived barriers to engaging with performance conversations through primary data.
· To analyse staff engagement with performance conversations through primary data and secondary data from HDdUHB.
· To investigate the relationship between psychological safety and staff engagement with performance conversations through primary research.
· To propose recommendations to strengthen engagement with performance conversations to support enhanced performance within HDdUHB.

Theoretical context 
Performance management 
Performance management (PM) is an umbrella term used to describe activities which establish objectives, hold people accountable and improve employee performance (Gifford, 2016). Traditional PM approaches are controversial as they can negatively impact motivation and poor experiences with annual reviews can negatively impact employees’ views on PM (Wigert & Harter, 2017). 

Performance conversations
Performance conversations are more effective than traditional annual appraisals (Gifford, 2024a) and have been shown to have a positive relationship with employee performance (Zamri et al, 2021). They can motivate, improve job satisfaction and performance (Beatson, 2023). Whilst positive feedback has been shown to be more effective (Sleiman et al., 2020; Gifford et al., 2017), there is a need for early intervention and uncomfortable conversations surrounding changes in performance (NHS Employers, 2024) and performance concerns (Ockenden, 2022).
Whilst some research argues that the frequency of feedback is related to effectiveness (Sleiman et al., 2020), there is counterargument that quality (Cioca & Gifford, 2022) and holistic nature (Gifford et al., 2017) are important factors. It can be argued that managers can utilise effective feedback conversations to ensure the employees basic needs are met, build trust and belonging, recognise strengths and support development to self-actualise (Maslow, 1954; Ihensekien & Arimie, 2023). Engaging with performance conversations enables managers to coach and mentor appraisees, provide recognition and identify areas for improvement (Armstrong, 2017). Feedback should also be tailored to the needs of the individual to engage them with the process (Marchington et al., 2021; Ihensekien & Arimie, 2023) and ensure feedback meets holistic needs (Ihensekien & Arimie, 2023).
Despite the evidence, CIPD research reported that only 64% of respondents received useful feedback from their line manager (Brinkley, 2024). The application of performance management which extends to quality feedback and accountability for meeting objectives are scarcely experienced in the workplace (Beatson, 2023). Whilst HR can create a process, it does not mean staff will engage with it (O’Kane et al., 2023).

Influencers
Appraisees can present as feedback seeking or avoidant and this has been shown to be related individual differences (London et al, 2023; Cioca & Gifford, 2022) and the relationship with the appraiser (Fredette et al., 2021).

Psychological safety
Psychological safety is a shared belief within a team that it is safe to take risks, express ideas, voice concern and admit mistakes without fear of consequences (Gallo, 2023).  High quality listening and psychological safety are conducive to positive relationships and quality feedback which can in turn strengthen psychological safety (London et al, 2023). Leaders can influence how team members view mistakes and support a culture of psychological safety (Lee, 2021) which enables staff to learn from mistakes without blame (Edmondson, 2019). Harnessing psychological safety goes beyond the leader to encompass intrapersonal, interpersonal and sociocultural factors (Ajjawi et al., 2022). 


Methodology
Design
Utilising the HARP tool, the researcher has highlighted their research philosophy to be critical realism (Saunders et al., 2023). Critical realism maintains that there is an objective world (Pabel et al, 2021) which is subjectively interpretated (Edwards et al., 2014) based on social conditioning (Saunders et al., 2023). Whilst this paradigm has been criticised (Zhang, 2022), there is argument that there is no one correct paradigm for research (Saunders et al., 2023). 
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Figure 1: The research onion (Saunders et al, 2023). 
Consistent with the ontology and epistemology associated with critical realism (Fletcher, 2017), the research will apply deduction to test hypotheses as well as induction to explore questions on a cross-sectional population (Saunders et al., 2023). A questionnaire will be used to gain primary quantitative and qualitative data (Saunders et al, 2023). Caution needs to be aired with the survey data as self-reporting does not always measure true behaviour in these situations (Sik et al., 2024) and can lead to social bias (Coolican, 2016). Focus groups were considered but ruled out due to time constraints (Saunders et al., 2023) and concern over social desirability (Coolican, 2016). 
Qualitative data will capture the perceived barriers in line with critical realism philosophy (Pabel et al., 2021; Saunders et al., 2023) and enable a stronger understanding of engagement with performance conversations than the predominantly quantitative data within the field (Brown et al., 2018). Caution must be aired to ensure that the qualitative data is not valued less favourably than the quantitative data (Fàbregues et al., 2021).

Procedure
The questionnaire will be pilot tested with a small group of voluntary colleagues, to quality assure it and strengthen reliability (Coolican, 2016). Voluntary colleagues will be sourced from within the team. 
To investigate current engagement with performance conversations, quantitative data relating to engagement with performance conversations will be scored and combined to provide total scores for individual engagement. Thematic analysis will be applied to the qualitative data to draw out themes and patterns relating to perceived barriers with performance conversations (Saunders et al., 2023). The researcher will take the data into account and be flexible about coding where appropriate (Saunders et al., 2023; Fletcher, 2017).
To explore the relationship between psychological safety and engagement with performance conversations the statistical method of Spearman’s Rho will be applied, assuming the data is ordinal (Coolican, 2016). It is hypothesised that engagement with conversations will be related to psychological safety.
The findings of this research will then be utilised to propose recommendations to strengthen engagement with performance conversations to enhance performance.

Sample
Sample will comprise of staff from the WFOD Directorate. There are 250 members of staff within WFOD. A sample size of 152 would be aimed for to gain statistical significance (Qualtrics, 2023). Members of WFOD have regular access to computers and will be able to access the survey without support. All members of WFOD will be invited to participate in the survey to minimise potential selection bias (Coolican, 2016). Participants will be able to access the survey at a time which suits them to minimise the risk of participant error (Saunders et al., 2023).

Materials
A web-based questionnaire will be utilised to gain qualitative and quantitative data from respondents. Microsoft Forms will be utilised to administer the questionnaire as the proposed sample are familiar with this platform. To support construct validity, the researcher will carefully consider instruments used to measure the constructs of psychological safety and engagement (Coolican, 2016).
Qualitative questions will be asked about perceived barriers with performance conversations and analysed thematically to gain insight into barriers. Quantitative data will be collected which explores frequency, perceived value, initiation of the conversation and response to feedback to measure engagement with performance conversations. Psychological safety will be measured using a 5-point Likert scale of questions which have been shown to have high reliability in measuring psychological safety (Carland et al., 2022).  
Canva, which will be utilised to create promotional materials, and the Microsoft tools mentioned in this proposal are accessible at no cost to the researcher through their work organisation which makes the research financially viable (Furseth & Everett, 2013).




Limitations
Whilst effort will be made to obtain a statistically significant sample within the time constraints (Qualtrics, 2023), the sample gained may not be generalisable (Coolican, 2016) to other populations of the wider workforce.
Given that the research is not taking place in a controlled laboratory, there could be other confounding variables which are related to the dependent variable of engagement with feedback conversations (Coolican, 2016), such as individual differences (London et al, 2023; Cioca & Gifford, 2022).

Ethical considerations
The researcher will uphold all aspects of the CIPD code of conduct and ethics (CIPD, 2023). Ethical approval will be sought following the Universities guidelines and the research will be conducted in line with research integrity as outlined by UWTSD (2022). Maintaining ethical standards is important to ensure credibility and integrity and safeguard the researcher, participants and organisations involved in the research (Saunders et al., 2023). The researcher will try to maintain an open mind and avoid confirmation bias (Coolican, 2016). 
Informed consent will be gained from all participants, and they will be made aware of their right to voluntarily participate or withdraw (Saunders et al., 2023). Reflecting on pervious experiences with PM or cultural elements surrounding PM may cause emotional distress to a participant (Saunders et al., 2023). The researcher will include signposting to support in the debrief. Personal identifiable information may be provided by participants when completing the questionnaire, it will be important to ensure that confidentiality and anonymity are upheld (Coolican, 2016) and that the Data Protection Act (2018) is followed. Sensitive organisational data may be used to support the primary data and effort will need to be taken to ensure that it does not identify individuals (Saunders et al., 2023).
Detailed ethical considerations can be found in the ethics form submitted to the University.
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Time management
To ensure that the researcher manages time effectively, it will be important to adhere to the deadlines and allow time for editing (Furseth & Everett, 2013), as indicated in the below Gantt-chart. 
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