PCS COMMENTARY ON PROPOSED NEW PMR SYSTEM  
Introduction

Management has recently launched proposals for a new PMR system and has invited staff views and comments. 

In the light of the latest Staff Attitude survey and all we know about the PMR system any changes should instead focus heavily on: 
· Improving the provision and quality of individual and team training, coaching, and career development to promote individual and corporate capacity and quality assistance and advice in career choices; 
· Reducing the burden of the “backward looking” exercise that is involved in evaluating the past year’s performance; 
· Improving the capacity for more smartly identifying future work objectives and requirements; 
· Ensuring that staff and resources are in the right place at the right time in a way that has the confidence of staff. 
Management’s proposed system - whilst radically different from the current PMR assessment - does not fundamentally address these issues. It would instead introduce very sharp and unhelpful changes which will not address the problems currently experienced. It is the wrong system at the wrong time.
Our key concerns include:
1. The nine box grid system
The proposed new nine box system will see staff plotted into individual positions on a performance grid. Although management propose to maintain a three box overall marking system as at present, beneath that overall box marking will be an unprecedented differentiation of staff that could be easily used in both future redundancy situations and for other management purposes. 
PCS does not think that this is a desirable or healthy development. There are already year on year, significant equality problems with the distribution of just three overall box markings - by grade, ethnicity, and disability in particular (management’s continuing attempts to downplay these inequalities is frankly untenable).  When the distribution of staff by performance is plotted onto a grid, with a great many more performance levels than the current three, the scope for differential and unjustified allocation of performance assessment will be greatly increased. Although the greater distribution of staff on that grid (“granularity” to use management’s phrase) will then be squeezed back into three overall box markings, this will not remove the fact that staff’s performance is assessed and differentially distributed over a great many more “scores”.
The documentation plainly states that there is not enough differentiation between staff, especially at “achieved” level, and that the performance assessment concern is not a developmental one. There is in fact no need to plot everybody onto a common grid for development purposes and we do not believe management should do so.
2. Marking of individual objectives to cease 
Under the management proposals you would no longer receive an individual assessment of your performance against each objective. Instead, managers meeting in a moderation meeting will form a ‘judgement’ about your overall performance. This would significantly reduce transparency in assessment as you would no longer know the precise contribution your performance against a specific individual objective made to the overall marking - nor would you even know how each of the various perceived aspects of your performance contributed to the overall assessment reached - thus making the overall marking harder to understand and, if necessary, contest.  

There is a noticeable similarity in this regard between this proposed approach to performance assessment and the original (subsequently rejected) management proposal for redundancy selection below the SCS.   Both are based on the highly dubious contention that an individual’s managers can somehow reach an ‘overall judgement’ on them without having to show the actual basis of their assessment.   
3. Breaking the clear link between delivery of objectives and overall marking
Under the current system anybody achieving all or exceeding a majority (and achieving the remainder) of their objectives receives respectively an “achieved” or “exceeded” overall marking. This would no longer necessarily be the case under the new system. Indeed, under the proposed “what” + “how” grid system it would be possible to exceed all objectives (although you will not be told that) but still not achieve an overall “exceeded” marking because you are (subjectively) deemed not to have quite demonstrated the competencies as well as you might have done despite exceeding all objectives. Similarly you might be deemed to be underperforming despite achieving all objectives.  
4. New or greatly enhanced factors against which delivery will be assessed

In addition to the actual objectives to be delivered, performance will also be measured against:
· “Values” and “behaviours” (see section 5);

· The “challenges” the individual dealt with in meeting their objectives. Whilst especially difficult work should be taken into account in assessing whether an individual met or exceeded an objective, other members of staff who did actually meet or exceed their objectives as they were written should not be marked down just because they are deemed to have faced fewer challenges than somebody else. This would make the achievement of box markings dependent on the fortuitous degree to which individuals encounter “challenges” in the course of the year rather than the delivery of the SMART objectives that was required of them. It would also allow convenient scope for bias by the simple assertion of the presence or absence of “challenges”).

· “How stretching each of the objectives was and what each objective’s overall significance was over the year”. This would mean that some people would start the year with less opportunity to obtain the highest box marking just because of the objectives they have been set. It might also mean that certain types of work that are valued less highly than others are scored less. Staff would no longer know that if they meet or exceed the objectives as written they should get a “met” or “exceeded” overall marking. They would instead have to await the Reporting Officer’s and/or moderation meeting’s view of the “stretch”, the “challenges”, and the “overall significance of each objective”. 
· Whether the individual “has gone above and beyond their objectives (for example by making an additional corporate contribution).” At present staff who deliver more than was asked of them against an objective should receive an “exceeded” marking for that objective - and if they thereby exceed a majority of objectives they receive an overall “exceeded” marking. Staff will not get an “exceeded” for other activities that are unrelated to their objectives unless it is reasonable to convert those activities into a SMART objective as part of the process of keeping objectives under review. If such external factors as “corporate contribution” are now to be weighed and outside of any SMART objective then consistency will go out of the window because people will be judged against different criteria, with new factors being introduced in some cases but not in others. Instead of a “speak up and challenge” culture being developed the Department will be even more lumbered with a quiescent or “on message” culture that is breached every year at the point of the Staff Attitude survey (and more so than ever in the latest survey). 
This loose set of criteria would create a serious risk of box markings being awarded on an unfair and inconsistent basis.
5. Values and behaviour
Management intend to introduce the highly subjective and overlapping factors of ‘behaviours’ and ‘values’ (“how”) as one axis of a “what and how” grid assessment. This will considerably reduce the transparency of the PMR system and make it much easier for managers to consciously or subconsciously award a biased marking. The fundamental issue, which is much more capable of being objectively measured, is whether the objective has been achieved or more than achieved. 
a. Values
An assessment of ‘values’ is a totally unacceptable way of measuring performance.  People’s values are far too subjective, varied and complicated to be measured with confidence, fairness and objectivity.  People’s values may also vary by cultural and/or social background.

The critical issue about the minimally necessary definition of values is that they ought to be manifested in conduct.  If people treat their colleagues disrespectfully then it is that conduct (or “behaviour”) that needs to be addressed, not whether they do or do not hold values different to those espoused (but far from lived up to) by the Department. Otherwise an individual could suffer detriment for both their behaviour and for the assumed related lack of values - with some staff suffering a ‘double whammy’ for the same perceived failing or alternatively receiving double credit for the same perceived attribute.  Unacceptable conduct should in any case be addressed at the time it is displayed and not await the end of year assessment.
b. Behaviours/competencies
The critical issue for the business is the delivery of objectives. How objectives are delivered will inevitably vary from one individual to another depending on personality, preferred working methods, competing demands on time, colleagues, position in the decision making chain, cooperation of other teams etc. There is no obviously single and right way to deliver desired outcomes and attempts to distinguish between the ways in which different individuals deliver the very different outcomes demanded of them in very different circumstances ought to be very strictly limited. 
The negative behavioural/competency examples that PCS has heard to date from senior HR managers are: 
· Objectives being delivered by a bullying approach 
· Objectives being delivered by staff who do not speak “at all” to their colleagues 
· Objectives being delivered by staff who do not speak “enough” to their colleagues 
These limited examples are either misconduct issues (bullying) or so extreme (does not speak at all) or so subjective (does not speak enough) as to be useless as a guide. 

Yet under the proposed system managers’ perceptions of “behaviours” (influenced by their own “behaviours” and “values”, including the inevitable range of preferences, biases or prejudices held by people) will have an enormous bearing on your final position on the grid and then your final box marking irrespective of whether you have delivered or more than delivered your objectives. There is no objective way of assessing “behaviour” (or competencies) to such an extent that it warrants the proposed weight in the assessment process. Explicit marking of competencies and “promotability” were both previously abolished because of concerns about objective evidence and the scope for unacceptable bias.
c. The competency framework

The current DCLG competency framework was drawn up on the back of Professional Skills for Government, which was not intended for civil servants below Grade 7. The PSG based competency framework is simply not fit for purpose as a major way of assessing staff performance. The central HR “policy hub” that now issues policy guidance to all departments (without seeking national unions’ agreement) is drawing up a new competency framework which this Department will propose to adopt a version of on the grounds that the current one is simply inadequate. That fact alone should persuade DCLG management at least to delay the introduction of a new PMR system and consider its proposals in the light of the new competency framework. 

PCS does not believe any PMR assessment should do anything more than be aware of the behavioural or competency framework in objectively assessing whether an objective has been achieved or not. This would mean that where, in extreme cases, an individual’s management of their work has, for example, generated a lot of unnecessary work for others, this would be taken into account, but that otherwise the delivery of objectives is not influenced by subjective assessments of whether someone works too much by email or by conversation or is too formal etc. 
d. Comparison with redundancy exercise

The comparison management has made between its PMR proposals and last year’s redundancy exercise (both supposedly about assessing “what” and “how”) is untenable. Leaving aside the very sharp criticisms that could be made of that exercise, the sheer level of effort that had to be made to produce and assess the evidence - and the fact that staff selected and produced their own evidence, with extremely variable levels of line management support and assistance, and had it taken completely on trust - means that it will never be replicated year on year in the “smaller but...” department. In any case it is not comparable as staff will not have their evidence taken on trust and managers will (perhaps) bring their own evidence (or assertion) to the table.  
We would hope in any case that a Department which has just received nigh on the worst Staff Attitude survey results in Whitehall - and which has experienced extreme corporate failure according to professional external review - would refrain from subjectively judging the “values” and “behaviours” of non Senior Civil Service staff. 
6. Discourage openness and development
When staff know that openness about developmental needs or desires might be adversely reflected in the “how” axis of the nine box grid and place them at increased risk of dismissal (see section 8 below) they will simply ‘clam up’. The design of the new proposals will reduce openness and dialogue and obstruct development.
7. Reduction in transparency
A number of factors will make the proposed system considerably less transparent than the current (inadequate) system:
· The ending of the right to see the draft PMR before it goes to the moderation meeting; 
· The absence of a clear statement that the Reporting Officer, not the moderation meeting, is ultimately responsible for the box marking;

· The lack of any ability to compare yourself to other staff to ensure a degree of consistency. Under the current system you know that if you exceed a majority of objectives and achieve the remainder but still do not receive an overall “exceeded” marking then you are being treated differently to other staff. Under the new system this will be impossible.
Plus in addition - as has already been discussed above:

· Stopping the scored assessment of individual objectives; 
· Breaking the link between the number of objectives achieved or exceeded and the overall marking; 
· The introduction of subjective factors; 
· The introduction of “weight and stretch” as a factor; 

This parlous situation will be made worse by the absence of a requirement for standard setting meetings to make and retain detailed notes of its deliberations, recommendations and decisions - and by the sheer level of variation introduced by the nine box grid system.

8. More staff at risk of being deemed to be under performing
The current proposal is that each year between 10 and 15% of staff (well over 100 staff each year) will be placed in the lowest overall box marking - “some concerns about delivery outcomes”. If they “do not improve over a period of time” (the vagueness is striking) they are “likely to be subject to poor performance procedures” (i.e. face the possibility of dismissal). 
Just in case staff do not get the message, management also wish to introduce a new poor performance procedure which will speed up the process of dismissal - reducing from seven months to six months the period to reach the required standard with fewer checks and balances (reducing from a four stage to a three stage process). 
One particularly extraordinary aspect is that whereas managers will be required to consult HR if they complete the procedure but decide not to dismiss someone, in contrast they will not be required to consult HR if they do decide to dismiss. PCS will issue further information on this aspect of the management proposals.
9. Equality issues/differential distribution of performance markings

A high level of transparency is critical to ensuring that a PMR system delivers consistency, fairness and equal treatment. The subjectivity and opaqueness of the proposed system would not only increase the risk of unfairness, conscious and unconscious bias, and discrimination, but also make actual instances incredibly difficult to identify because of its opaqueness. 

In this context PCS is extremely concerned by the Department's repeatedly incorrect presentation of the available statistical data around performance management and equality.  Previous statistical analysis into the distribution of DCLG (and predecessor department) PMR markings has concluded that the observed significant differences by grade, ethnicity, age, disability, gender and working pattern were very unlikely to have occurred as a result of chance.  As these effects are repeated year on year, it cannot be the case that these are random statistical anomalies. 
In such a context, differentiating a great deal more between staff on the basis of a “grid” approach using highly subjective factors runs a serious risk of producing even more unjustified differentiation. We simply do not buy the suggestion recently made by management that this differentiation will only be used for developmental purposes. 
10.  A greatly increased burden
DCLG needs to switch resources from the end of year, backward looking PMR process to a more open, separate process for forward looking development of individual and corporate capability. The current proposals, with the need for self assessment, grid placement, increased complexity, and drive to place staff in the lowest overall box marking and at risk of poor performance procedures, will increase the reporting burden and possibly increase the number of disputes - at a time when the savage levels of job cuts is placing large numbers of staff under a great deal of stress. The focus of the proposed system is simply wrong.
