Tips for Writing Performance Elements and Measurable Standards

A performance element is defined by government-wide regulations in terms of job components, i.e., what work an employee must perform.  A performance element consists of job tasks rather than the degree of proficiency of an employee’s performance.

	Step 1: Look At the Overall Picture

	The most critical aspect of developing sound performance elements is to focus on what work an employee’s pay is based upon. Therefore, review measures already available to help you determine appropriate elements: they should include the position description of the employee, the mission and function statement of the organization, possibly the organization’s budget, strategic plans and associated action plans. These should be supplemented by authorizing legislation and appropriations legislation, findings and reports by agencies such as the General Accounting Office, the Office of Management and Budget, the Department of Agriculture, etc. 

Determine which goals and measures the employee's work unit can affect.


	Step 2: Determine Work Unit Accomplishments

	There are three methods for determining the work unit accomplishments.  Use any or all of the following three methods to begin writing performance elements:
Method A: Goal Cascading Method

Cascade the Agency and/or Program goals to the work unit level. Determine the work unit's accomplishments that directly affect the organization's goals. The "goal cascading method" works best for Agencies and Programs that have clear organizational goals and objectives, such as strategic plans and annual performance plans prepared under the Government Performance and Results Act. Many programs also have their own more detailed work plans that are aligned with the Agency’s Strategic Plan. This method requires answers to each of the following questions:

· What are the agency's (or program’s) specific goals and objectives?  These can be found in the Agency or Program Strategic Plan, annual performance plan and customer service standards. (Note that this question repeats Step 1 of the process.)

· Which agency or program goals can the work unit affect? A work unit may affect only one Agency or Program goal, but in some situations, goals are written so broadly that the work unit may affect more than one.

· What product or service does the work unit produce or provide to help the agency or program reach its goals? Clearly tying work unit products and services to organizational goals is key to this process. If a work unit finds it generates a product or service that does not affect organizational goals, the work unit needs to analyze the situation. 
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	Step 2: Determine Work Unit Accomplishments (continued)

	Method B: Customer-Focused Method

Determine the products or services that the work unit provides to its customers. The "customer-focused method" works well when there are no clear agency goals and when the work unit knows who its customers are and what they expect. Often this method is easier to apply to administrative work units that provide support functions, such as a human resources unit, an acquisitions unit, or a facilities maintenance unit. This method focuses on achieving customer satisfaction and requires answers to each of the following questions:

· Who are the customers of the work unit? If the work unit provides a support function, most of its customers may be internal to the agency.

· What products and/ or services do the customers expect? Remember to describe accomplishments, not activities.


	Method C: Work Flow Charting Method

The "work flow charting method" works well for work units that are responsible for a complete work process, such as the processing of a case, the writing of a report, or the production of a customer information package. This method asks work units to develop work flow charts. A work flow chart is a picture of the major steps in a work process or project. It begins with the first step of the work process, maps out each successive step, and ends with the final product or service.

To help you build your work flow chart, answer these questions:

· How does the work unit produce its products or services? List the most basic steps in the process. For this purpose, you do not need to list all the activities required. (If you were analyzing the work to find ways of improving the process, you would need to list every activity.)

· Which are the most important steps in the process? By determining these steps, you highlight areas for performance measurement. As you map out the process, you may find yourself describing activities. Try to group the activities into key steps by describing the results of those activities as one step in the process. 


Tips for Writing Performance Elements and Measurable Standards (continued)

	Step 3: Determine Individual Accomplishments That Support Work Unit Goals

	Use the following questions to help you determine individual accomplishments that can be turned into performance elements. 

· What does the employee do?  Use an action verb to introduce the statement.  (Types and edits Letters and Memoranda for division chief.) 

· Why does the employee do it?  State why the task is done.  (When editing memoranda, consults style manual to ensure documents are presented in appropriate formats.) 

· What is produced?  Describe what will result from the task.  (Final reports, letters and memoranda.) 

· What are the materials, tools, procedures, or equipment used?  (Operates a computer using a variety of software programs for word processing.) 

Use the following factors when considering which tasks should be written as performance elements.

· Frequency of the responsibility execution.  A job that is not performed frequently is not as likely to be a strong candidate for becoming a performance element. 

· Length of time it takes to complete the responsibility.  Ask yourself how much time of the day, week, month, etc., it would ordinarily take an employee to complete a specific responsibility; if it does not require a substantial part of the employee’s time, it might not be worth measuring.

· Whether the employee controls the outcomes of the responsibility.  It is not fair to hold the employee accountable if the outcome of the job is beyond the employee’s control, and should not normally be included as a performance element. 

· Level of difficulty.  The most difficult responsibilities are normally the ones you will be most likely to include as performance elements.  In most cases, this will overlap with other considerations listed above, such as the amount of time spent by the employee.

· Potential adverse consequences.  Normally, those portions of the job that have the largest potential adverse impact on the organization will be identified as a performance element.

· Impact on the organization.  A performance element that will have an impact on the organizations’ ability to accomplish its mission or meet its goals should be included as a performance element than one that is unrelated to the goals of the organization.
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	Step 4: Convert Expected Accomplishments Into Performance Elements

	Once the performance elements have been identified for a position, the next step Is writing them.  The initial structure of a written performance element is straight-forward: It should consist of an action verb and an object. For example:

Action Verb 



Object

Types 



letters and memoranda

Submits 


weekly reports

Trains 



subordinates

Audits 



travel vouchers

While there is no one right way to do this, however the following examples will be helpful. Examples 1 through 3 below reflect properly stated performance elements.  Examples 4 and 5, however, are poorly stated elements.  They contain language that describes standards, a mixture of element and standard, or statements identifying attributes, abilities, behaviors, etc.   

Examples of proper performance elements: 

· Example 1.  Tracks, monitors, and prepares, analytical information for reports.  Organizes monthly “XYZ” meeting and coordinates agenda and discussion items with attendees.  Monitors/analyzes the status of Quality Performance Measurement (QPMs)/Quality Performance Indicators (QPIs).  

· Example 2.  Initiates, processes, and completes Deficiency Reports (DRs) and/or Technical Coordination Group (TCG) projects for assigned systems/equipment. 

· Example 3.  Examines and computes all types of settlements.  Determines authorized entitlements to the individual traveler.

Examples of poor performance elements: 

· Example 4.  Prepares proposal development worksheets, work breakdown structure and dictionary, proposal outline and mockup, compliance checklists and compliance matrix.  Data is accurate and provided within established times.  Provides a positive influence to team members and readily adapts to new situations or changing work environment.  

In this example the first sentence does describe what work is done and ending the element at this point would make it proper.  However, by adding the second and third sentence, this element becomes distorted and confusing.  The second sentence of this element is a statement of how well the work is to be accomplished and is therefore language describing a standard.  Again, the last sentence does not describe what work is to be done.
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	Step 4: Convert Expected Accomplishments Into Performance Elements (continued)

	 Example 5.  Complies with security, safety, and good housekeeping practices.  


This example uses the phrase “Complies with” which indicates how well something is being performed or accomplished; therefore, this statement contains language that actually makes it a standard. 




Checklist for Writing Performance Elements

	Position Title:
	Grade:
	Organization:



	Is performance/execution of this element necessary for mission accomplishment?
	Yes
	No

	Does the element establish an "end product" or outcome that will be the consequence of performing it?
	Yes
	No

	Is there a negative consequence to the organization’s mission if performed inadequately or if the "end product" were not produced?
	Yes
	No

	Is it reflected in the employee’s position description?
	Yes
	No

	Is this a significant component of the position?
	Yes
	No

	Is the "end product" central to the purpose of the position?
	Yes
	No

	Is the element a regular or recurring requirement of the position?
	Yes
	No

	Does employee have full authority to perform this element?
	Yes
	No

	Is it distinguishable from other performance elements?
	Yes
	No

	Does the element describe generalized personality traits? (If so, it cannot be used)
	Yes
	No
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