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ABSTRACT

This article presents a model of the psychological and social factors

within a performance environment which impact upon

organisational performance. A review of the organisational and

performance psychology literatures was conducted to identify

variables associated with sustainable high performance at the

individual, group and organisational levels. The resultant variables

were conceptualised within the areas of ‘leadership’, ‘performance

enablers’, ‘people’, and ‘organisational climate’ to form the core

components of  the  High Performance Environment (HPE) Model.

The model (a) provides researchers, practitioners, and leaders with

a view of the key areas to focus on to create and sustain high

performance in organisations, and (b) encourages them to consider

performance environments holistically, rather than considering

specific variables in isolation.
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INTRODUCTION
Our combined experience of consulting in the performance arenas of sport, business
and the military has led to the conclusion that our impact on helping individuals and
teams develop is maximised when we are also able to affect the environment they
operate in.  The majority of interventions and research in performance psychology
has focussed on the individual and the team with the result that the performance
environment has often been overlooked or factored out. Business organisations, for
example, often attribute their success to having great people, rather than the
environment these people perform in. However, people do not perform in a vacuum,
and our contention is that the performance environment the organisation creates is
just as important as the people performing in it. 

Currently, there is no validated model which links the performance environment to
high performance. The aim of this article is to address high performance from a
contextual viewpoint and to identify the key psychological and social factors which
impact upon organisational performance. There are clear benefits of such a model to
practitioners in any performance domain. Firstly, the model provides a list of
important variables to consider in performance development work. Secondly, the
model shows the relationship between these variables. This will encourage
practitioners to consider performance environments as a whole, rather than
considering specific variables in isolation. 

THE HIGH PERFORMANCE ENVIRONMENT (HPE) MODEL
The constructs comprising the HPE Model were identified from a review of the
organisational performance literature in which business, sport and military domains
figured prominently. The model was specifically developed to be applicable across
these performance domains, and as such, transferability between them was an
important consideration at all times during the development of the model. The
development of the model was a challenging  task because of the inherent complexity
and number of factors at play and  involved a number of iterations. It was important
that all of the constructs included had either been shown to be associated with
organisational performance, or associated with other factors which have been. 

The HPE Model shown in Figure 1 comprises leadership, performance enablers,
and people factors, represented within three concentric circles, and organisational
climate, represented by four boxes containing achievement, wellbeing, innovation,
and internal processes. 

In development of the model, high performance was defined as performance
which is consistently higher than that of the majority of peer organisations in the same
sector, and over a  prolonged time period. This definition views high performance as
(a) consistent and sustainable, and (b) relative to, and affected by, the performance of
other organisations. The latter is important because organisations are often described
as ‘succeeding or failing on the merits of their actions alone, as if performance was
absolute’ rather than relative [1, p. 112]. Instead, there are determinants of
performance which organisations are not  able to control; there are no guaranteed
blueprints or formulae for organisational success. The aim of the HPE Model is to
detail the predictors of organisational performance, which organisations are able to
control and influence.
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Leadership sits at the core of the model and is hypothesised to interact with
performance enablers to impact on the people variables. In turn, people’s attitudes
and behaviours are hypothesised to interact with the organisational climate to impact
on organisational performance. In addition to this uni-directional relationship
radiating outwards from the centre of the model, we hypothesise that there will also
be reciprocal relationships; e.g., follower behaviours influence leader behaviours, as
well as various moderating and mediating relationships; e.g., follower attitudes to
mediate the relationships between leadership behaviours and follower behaviours.

For the practitioner, the number of potential relationships between variables means
that the HPE model should be viewed as a system in which variables operate in
feedback loops, rather than in one-way, cause-and-effect relationships. Practitioners
should be aware, therefore, that they cannot address a specific variable within the
model without also having a wider impact on other variables within the performance
environment.

The variables within each of the HPE Model components were identified by means
of a systematic review of a number of literatures, that can be loosely termed under
‘performance psychology’, for variables associated with high performance at the
individual, group and organisational levels. 

Figure 1. High Performance Environment Model

LEADERSHIP
Leadership has been defined as a process whereby an individual influences a group
of individuals to achieve a common goal [2]. The leadership research literature has
contrasted two types of leadership - transformational and transactional. Transactional
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leadership involves gaining compliance through contingent reward and punishment,
and management-by-exception. Transformational leadership involves offering
followers a purpose that transcends short-term goals and focuses on higher order
intrinsic needs, such that followers are motivated to go beyond their self-interest to
achieve performance beyond expectations [3]. 

Within a high performance environment, the authors contend that the role of a
leader is to create the conditions in which their followers will excel and fulfil their
potential. As such, the goal of leaders in high-performance environments is to
minimise the constraints and maximise the supports available. Transformational
leadership meets these criteria, with a large body of research demonstrating its
effectiveness.This literature suggests that followers of transformational leaders would
be likely to report high levels of job satisfaction [4, 5], trust in their leader [6, 7],
motivation and empowerment [8], and self-efficacy [9]. Furthermore, they would be
likely to feel cohesive as a group [10], and to show high levels of performance
individually [11, 12] in their teams [13], and business units [14].

Podsakoff et al. [15] conceptualised transformational leaders as identifying and
articulating a vision of the future; being good role models; expecting high levels of
performance; promoting co-operation and teamwork toward a common goal; showing
respect for their followers and being concerned about their personal feelings and
needs; and enhancing their interest in and awareness of problems such that they are
able to think about them in new ways. In addition to these six transformational
behaviours, Podsakoff et al. [15] included one transactional leadership behaviour -
contingent reward - referring to the extent to which leaders reward followers for
attaining specified performance levels. These behaviours predicted employees’ extra
role behaviours; i.e., the extent to which employees went beyond their role
requirements for the benefit of the organisation.The effects of these transformational
leadership behaviours were mediated by the employee attitudes of job satisfaction,
organisational commitment, and trust in and loyalty to the leader.

We hypothesise that Podsakoff  et al.’s [15] seven leadership behaviours exert their
influence on followers through the provision of three ‘macro-behaviours’;
specifically, vision, support, and challenge. This representation of transformational
leadership as the provision of vision, support, and challenge was first developed as a
consultancy model for use in a military setting to simplify transformational leadership
theory for section commanders in the early stages of an intervention [16]. We further
hypothesise that high levels of all three of vision, support, and challenge are required
to create an environment where high performance is inevitable and sustainable. For
example, a performance environment in which levels of challenge are high in
comparison to levels of support is likely to be stressful and lead to performer burnout.
In contrast, high levels of vision and support with low levels of challenge may well
be an enjoyable and motivating place to work, but may be too cosy and comfortable
for really high levels of performance to occur.

PERFORMANCE ENABLERS
In addition to providing performers with vision, support, and challenge,
transformational leadership behaviours also exert their effects through interacting
with a number of situational variables [17]. These variables have been investigated in
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a number of separate streams of research, including job characteristics, substitutes-
for-leadership, and the work-design literatures.  We have amalgamated these work
streams under the heading of ‘performance enablers’ [18], which we have defined as
environmental supports required by people to operate effectively in any performance
environment. We have categorised these under ‘information’, ‘instruments’, and
‘incentives’.

It is widely agreed that individuals need a certain amount of information to
perform their roles effectively. Performers benefit from clear goals which are specific,
appropriately stretching and which they are actively involved in setting, or at least
accept [19]. Performers also need information on their role responsibilities, including
their scope of responsibilities, the behaviours required to fulfil these responsibilities,
and the way in which their role is evaluated, in order to give them a sense of structure
in their performance environment [20]. While goals and role clarity provide
performers with direction and structure, individuals also benefit both from
developmental feedback which helps them to learn, develop, and make improvements
[21], and social support, which comprises a variety of resources, such as task-relevant
information and praise, which assist them [22].

In addition to the provision of information, people also need to be equipped with
the right instruments to help them perform their jobs effectively. Within the HPE
Model, instruments have been grouped into the physical instruments of tools,
technology and equipment, knowledge-related instruments such as training and
development, and the structural instruments of communication networks, and the
way teams are structured. Whilst some of these variables are not psychosocial, like
others in the HPE Model, our contention is that they play an important role in any
performance environment.

Finally, the provision of incentives ensures that people are motivated to perform to
the best of their ability. Self-Determination Theory suggests that a wide variety of
motivators can be grouped based on individuals’ desire to satisfy their basic
psychological needs of competence, autonomy, and relatedness [23]. According to
this perspective, leaders need to create a motivational climate in which people feel
competent at a given task or activity, have an appropriate level of autonomy to choose
how they carry out that activity, and to feel a sense of connectedness to others. These
needs can be met through the provision of a number of variables including:
motivational feedback in the form of social recognition such as praise, attention and
appreciation for good work provided contingently [24], opportunities to further one’s
career [25], participation in decision-making [26], a high-quality relationship with
one’s leader [27], and work which is viewed as meaningful in relation to one’s own
ideals or standards [28]. Monetary reward has been shown to attract, motivate and
retain people as well as to positively impact individual [29] and business unit [30]
performance. However, if contingent on performance, pay and bonuses can also
induce controlled motivation which inhibits the satisfaction of competence,
autonomy, and relatedness [31]. 

PEOPLE
The transformational leadership behaviours and performance enablers described
above have been shown to be positively associated with a number of desirable
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attitudinal and behavioural outcome variables. In the people section of the HPE
Model, we have grouped these variables under the headings of ‘attitudes’,
‘behaviours’, and ‘capacity’.

With regard to attitudes first, trust in one’s leader is one of the main reasons
individuals are motivated by transformational leadership to perform beyond
expectations [32]. Individuals with high levels of trust in their leader have been
shown to perform to a high level and to report higher job satisfaction and
organisational commitment [33]. In turn, organisational commitment has been shown
to be associated with higher levels of effort at work [34] and increased feelings of
comfort and personal competence [35]; whilst job satisfaction has been shown to be
positively associated with levels of performance [36]. Also associated with higher
levels of performance, is the values fit between individuals and the organisation [37].

In addition to individual attitudes, one of the most important characteristics of
transformational leadership is that it predicts the collective efficacy of groups and
teams [38]. Collective efficacy reflects the shared beliefs of group members in their
group’s capabilities [39]. In addition to reporting higher levels of job satisfaction and
organisational commitment [40], groups high in collective efficacy are more likely to
expend effort on tasks and to show persistence in the face of problems [41], and to
perform to high levels in a variety of settings [42].

The attitudinal variables described above play an important role in mediating the
relationship between transformational leadership and follower behaviours.
Specifically, followers of transformational leaders have been shown to go beyond
their role requirements for the benefit of the organisation; e.g., helping colleagues
from other teams, and participating voluntarily in work groups and meetings across
the organisation [43]. In a high performance environment, one would also expect
people to demonstrate high levels of engagement with their roles, characterised by
high levels of energy, dedication, and absorption in their day-to-day work [44].
Furthermore, one would expect teams to co-operate with each other on tasks, co-
ordinate these tasks so that they run smoothly, and communicate effectively. All of
these team behaviours have been associated with team effectiveness [45]. 

While attitudes and behaviour are crucial determinants of performance,
organisations need people with sufficient ability or capacity to do their job. It is for
this reason that organisations invest in the areas of talent assessment and talent
management; to ensure that they attract, develop, and retain individuals with the right
skills and abilities. Naturally, these skills and abilities include technical skills and
knowledge specific to the role. Yet, in addition, there is also literature showing the
importance of emotional intelligence- - the ability to perceive, understand, and
regulate emotions [46] - and mental toughness [47] - the ability to consistently
perform to high standards through times of personal and professional pressure [48].

ORGANISATIONAL CLIMATE
The areas of the HPE Model described above focus on individuals and teams within
a performance environment. However, the perception that individuals have of their
organisation as a whole - otherwise known as the ‘organisational climate’ - is also an
important predictor of performance [49]. For example, Quinn and Rohrbaugh’s
Competing Values Theory suggests that organisational performance can be partly
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explained by the extent to which organisations balance their focus on 4 values, which
Quinn and Rohrbaugh originally termed as: 1) a rational goal approach; 2) a human
relations approach; 3) an open systems approach; and 4) an internal process approach.
To simplify, have re-labelled these values respectively as: 1) Achievement - an
emphasis on productivity and goal achievement; 2) Wellbeing - an emphasis on the
development of people within the organisation; 3) Innovation - an emphasis on
creativity; and 4) Internal Processes - an emphasis on formalisation and internal
control of systems and procedures [50]. A research study which followed 67 U.K.
manufacturing organisations over a 10-year period found that these four climate
factors accounted for a total of 29% of the variation in productivity and 10% in the
variation in profitability of the organisations measured [51]. Interestingly, a focus on
wellbeing was shown to be the most significant predictor of productivity and
profitability.

Competing Values Theory suggests that the four values of achievement, wellbeing,
innovation and internal processes compete with each other for focus, therefore
providing tensions for organisations to manage. Consequently, one would expect an
organisation with an excessive focus on achievement to also have low wellbeing due
to burnout. By contrast, an organisation with an excessive focus on internal processes
and procedures might report stifled innovation and creativity. Organisations from
different industry sectors are also likely to prioritise different values. For example, a
pharmaceutical company is likely to focus more on innovation, an investment bank
may be very achievement orientated, while a focus on internal processes may be most
prevalent in a public sector organisation. Overall, the four values provide a useful
framework for the practitioner to explore an organisation’s current balance of focus
and compare this to their aspired balance of focus. This framework can also be used
to set goals within each of the four values, forming a balanced scorecard and a
framework for performance management.

DEVELOPING HIGH PERFORMANCE ENVIRONMENTS:
APPLYING THE HPE MODEL
The HPE Model has now been applied by Lane4 in the development of teams and
organisations, from sectors as diverse as management consulting, aviation, holiday
and leisure, legal, IT services, investment banking, engineering and construction, and
retail. To supplement the HPE model, a diagnostic has been developed - the HPE
Scan - to measure the constructs within the model. The HPE model and scan have
been used for a variety of purposes, including the assessment of perceptions of
employees involved in mergers and acquisitions, as a framework to develop a people
development strategy, to benchmark against competitors, to address under-
performance, to understand intra-organisational performance discrepancies, and to
demonstrate organisational health in order to secure financial investment. 

An example of how the HPE Scan has been used to better understand intra-
organisational discrepancies, was Lane4’s work with a global car manufacturer. This
organisation was concerned with the disparity in performance levels between their
UK car dealerships. To develop greater consistency in performance between
dealerships, the challenge was for Lane4 to identify the key factors that underpinned
their high performing dealerships so that lower performing dealerships could gain
greater clarity on how to become high performing.
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In this study, 143 dealerships completed the HPE scan, providing 1741 completed
scans. Each dealership was then graded ‘A’, ‘B’ or ‘C’ in accordance with how well
it scored on the HPE Scan. The data collected was then used to analyse the
relationship between dealerships scores on the HPE Scan and their performance on
seven Key Performance Indicators. Specifically, the aim was to identify the key
predictors of performance for a car dealership.

The results showed that there was a significant relationship between the
dealerships’ performance environment and their KPI performance; i.e., the
dealerships graded ‘A’ on the HPE Scan were ranked significantly higher on their
KPI’s than those graded as ‘B’ dealerships, while ‘B’ dealerships were ranked
significantly higher on their KPI’s than ‘C’ dealerships. 

Overall, while the performance environments of Lane4’s clients have shown a
variety of profiles, a number of themes have emerged. Analysis of the HPE Scan data
has shown that several key factors in the HPE Model differentiate high and low
performing organisations. Firstly, all of the leadership behaviours included in the
model discriminate between the high and low performing organisations except ‘high
performance expectations’. In explanation, it seems likely that leaders in all
organisations insist on the best possible performance from their employees. However,
in terms of performance enablers, a few factors have been shown to be key
peformance differentiators. These are the extent to which organisations provide
employees with autonomy, motivational feedback, advice when things are not going
well, and well defined goals. In the ‘people’ section of the model, high and low
performing organisations are differentiated by peoples’ dedication to their work, trust
in their leader, belief in the organisation’s values, and collective efficacy. In summary,
these findings provide organisations and organisation development practitioners with
key areas of focus in order to maximise performance.

CONCLUSION
This article presents a model of a performance environment where high performance
is inevitable and sustainable. For the practitioner, the model can be used to assess the
current strengths and weaknesses of any performance environment, and identify
strategies for improvement. From a theoretical perspective, the development of this
model addresses the criticism that organisational psychology studies have tended to
examine either: (a) only how specific aspects of the performance environment
influence performance, or (b) a multitude of variables without theoretically linking
them together. 

Furthermore, the model provides a means of objectively assessing predictors of
organisational performance. Indeed data collected using the HPE Scan from a number
of business organisations has demonstrated impressive predictive validity of the
model to date.  Further work continues to be undertaken to test the structural validity
of the model using confirmatory factor analysis.  

The HPE Model provides a valuable tool for diagnosing areas of strength and
development requirements within organisations. Its holistic perspective enables
leaders to piece them together in a way that drives a coordinated approach to
developing their whole organisation.
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