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Strengths-based performance conversations: an organisational field trial

Overview

‘Our research
centred on a
workplace trial
of interventions
to improve
performance
conversations
between managers
and their staff.’

Our research centred on a
workplace trial of interventions
to improve performance
conversations between
managers and their staff. The
trial involved three central
government organisations: Her
Majesty’s Revenue and Customs
(HMRC), the National Offender
Management Service (NOMS, now
called Her Majesty’s Prison and
Probation Service, or HMPPS)
and the Valuation Office Agency
(VOA). These organisations selfselected to take part based on
their interest in the research.
We developed a robust design
– a group randomised trial –
that is highly appropriate to
demonstrating cause and effect.
We strengthened this further
by looking at historical data to
see whether any change is part
of an existing trend or is indeed
something new. There are some
weaknesses to our method – in
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particular, a small number of
cases in the historical analysis and
low response rates in the survey
used for the before-and-after
analysis. Overall, therefore, we can
consider the trial to present goodquality evidence on the impact
of the interventions promoting
a strengths-based approach to
performance conversations.
This appendix describes our
approach to running the trial
in the three participating
organisations. We start by looking
at the interventions that were run
and existing evidence that may
have an impact. We then present
our theory of change describing
the impact chain that we want to
test. Following this, we describe
the methods we used to collect
and analyse data.
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1 A two-level trial

Our approach of using two
different interventions made use
of plans already being developed
in the VOA in order to give two
different levels:
1 a discrete exercise in developing
line manager capability in
performance management
2 developing line manager
capability and also changing
the surrounding HR policy on
performance management.
By comparing these two, we set
out to get insight into whether
discrete capability building on
its own was sufficient to make
an improvement, or whether it
needed to be backed up with
changes to policy.
While concerted attempts were
made to get all managers in the
intervention groups to attend
the training workshops, not all of
them did so. It is likely that there
were differences between the
managers who did and did not
attend – for example, in the level
of work commitments they had,
or their attitudes to performance
management – meaning that there
may be some bias (unknown error)
in our findings. However, this is
a realistic scenario, as there will
inevitably be some non-attendance.
Strictly speaking, therefore, the
intervention is not the training
workshop itself, so much as making
the workshops available and
requesting managers to attend.
Intervention 1: workshop
on strengths-based
conversations
The first intervention, carried
out in HMRC and NOMS, was a
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training workshop for people
managers designed to help them
develop knowledge and skills
in using a coaching, strengthsbased approach to performance
conversations.
The purpose was to support
effective, regular, ongoing
conversations throughout the year
between line managers and their
staff. The aims were to develop
managers’ self-awareness and
understanding of the impact they
can have in motivating their staff
and improving performance; and
to equip managers with techniques
and skills to lead more productive
performance conversations.

‘Maximising
employee
performance
is absolutely
fundamental
to people
management and
development.’

The workshop centred on the
underlying theory and techniques
relating to strengths-based
performance conversations (see the
Introduction in the main report).
Based on Kluger and Nir’s (2010)
description of the ‘feedforward
interview’, the technique included
three key stages:
1 eliciting a specific success story
from the employee
2 helping them articulate their
‘personal code for success’
3 the ‘feedforward question’ –
challenging employees to reflect
on how they can apply this code
in the future.
In aiming to build strengths
before fixing weaknesses, the
technique constitutes a different
focus from that which often
comes most naturally and was
felt to be dominant in the three
organisations in this study (see
main report Section 1). The nature
of the approach can be seen in the

Strengths-based performance conversations: an organisational field trial

‘The train-thetrainer model is
commonly used as
a way of making
learning and
development more
cost-effective.’

type of language it encourages
managers to use, such as in the
following:
‘I am sure that you have had both
negative and positive experiences
at work. Today, I would like to focus
only on the positive aspects of your
experiences … Could you please
tell me a story about an experience
at work during which you felt at
your best, full of life and in flow,
and you were content even before
the results of your actions became
known? … What were the … things
you did, your capabilities and your
strengths that made this story
possible? … [Now] think of your
current actions, priorities and plans
for the near future….’ (Kluger and
Nir 2010, p237)
Supporting the strengths-based
approach, the workshop also
covered related underpinning
areas:
• using a coaching, nondirectional style of people
management to encourage
reflective learning and foster
two-way conversations in which
employees take the lead
• theory of employee motivation
• developing active listening and
questioning skills.
Overall, the workshop provided
a clear contrast to aspects of
the existing culture. First, it
would entail a shift away from an
emphasis on performance ratings
and holding people to account for
past performance, and towards
a focus on learning and building
capacity or capability to improve
future performance. Second, it
constituted an approach that was
less deficit oriented and more
focused on building on existing
strengths than fixing weaknesses.
The detail of the workshop was
informed by discussions with Civil
Service partners, including Civil
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Service Learning and its service
provider for this intervention. It was
limited to a half-day workshop so
that it could be rolled out at scale
in a cost-effective way. It included
experiential learning through
interactive exercises to bring the
theory to life and help embed
techniques in managers’ thinking;
and facilitated discussions to help
managers relate the content to
their day-to-day experience.
Training delivery
In NOMS the workshop was
delivered by Civil Service
Learning’s contracted training
provider; in HMRC a train-thetrainer model was used to further
contain costs.
The train-the-trainer model is
commonly used as a way of
making learning and development
more cost-effective. There are
mixed findings from the body
of research on train-the-trainer
training. Some evidence shows it
to be less effective than expertled training in participation rates,
knowledge development and
behaviour change (for example
Barger et al 2016) and that it can
be less cost-effective than both
expert-led and self-study training
(Olmstead et al 2011). However,
evidence also shows that it can be
as effective as expert-led training
if the trainer training is done
thoroughly (Martino et al 2011).
A systematic review of research
(Pearce et al 2012) shows that
although there is great variance in
train-the-trainer models, blended
learning – combining traditional
classroom learning with online
digital media – is one factor that
tends to improve its efficacy. In
this case we did not use a blended
learning approach, limiting the
intervention to a face-to-face
workshop, but this may be one way
of strengthening the intervention in
the future.
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Intervention 2: skills
development and wider
activity
The VOA received permission
from the Cabinet Office to pilot a
different approach to performance
management, which it started rolling
out in summer 2016. The intervention
supporting this shift included skills
development work similar to the
HMRC and NOMS intervention,
but additionally it also included
changes in HR policy and process.
The intervention was supported
by considerable communication
with employees. As part of the
communication strategy, all
managers were involved in line
manager events where a short
conversation introduced the
new system. All senior managers
(grades 6 and 7) had further,
more in-depth conversations with
a senior manager about the new
system and what it entailed.
Developing manager capability
The VOA ran two training workshops
for people managers. First, in
June 2016, there was an internally
delivered one-day workshop focused
on coaching, using a strengthsbased approach and having difficult
conversations, with an additional
element called ‘Words Matter’ on
the use of language in the context
of performance management. This
was followed up in March 2017 with
a workshop for line managers on
unconscious bias and coaching,
which was delivered by an external
training provider and used actors in
role play to aid experiential learning.
HR policy changes
The change to the VOA’s HR policy
on performance management
included:
• a simplified approach to
objective setting
• removing the guided distribution
performance rating and the
formal annual performance review
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• monthly performance
conversations between line
managers and their staff that
should be done in a coaching,
strengths-based, developing
style
• supporting these monthly
meetings, a short form was
designed to guide discussions
and record the results
• quarterly performance
development reviews for
senior managers to discuss a
minority of employees who
were either underperforming
or high potential, as identified
in monthly performance
conversations.
In line with the management
capability intervention, these
changes were designed to improve
the quality and effectiveness of
performance conversations. In
particular, they aimed to encourage
managers and their reports to
jointly reach agreement about
performance, helping employees to
feel ownership of their performance
management and be active
participants in it. The process
was thus designed to promote
self-assessment and reflection.
Managers would use a coaching
style so that discussions would be
led by the employee rather than
their manager. And employees
would have to consider before each
monthly meeting what had gone
well and what not so well, what they
could build on and what support
they needed to improve.
At the same time, the aim was that
more effective regular performance
conversations would feed into
wider aspects of performance
management: that beyond the line
manager relationship, emerging
and high potential on the one
hand, and underperformance on
the other hand would be dealt with
more effectively.
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2 Theory of change

Our overarching research question
is essentially a simple one: does
the intervention work? But this
needs to be broken down into
more specific sub-questions that
drive at a range of intermediate
outcomes and ultimate impacts,
including:
• Did managers think the training
course was worthwhile?
• Did managers change their
behaviour following the course?
• Following the course, did
managers believe they had
better quality or more regular
performance conversations with
the staff they managed? Did
their staff share this view?
• Did managers believe oneto-one conversations actually
improved performance more?
Did their reports share this
view?
• Did employees believe their
performance feedback
was fairer following the
intervention?
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Our theory of change, presented
in Figure A1, summarises the
overriding purpose of the two
interventions, the activities
involved, the assumptions in
running them, and the anticipated
intermediate outcomes and
impacts on employees. This is
the model which we look to
evidence and we return to it in our
conclusions (final section of main
report).
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Impacts on
employees

Intermediate
outcomes

Assumptions

Activities

Purposes
Purpose

listening training

Coaching and active

Healthy relationship
with manager

Clear objectives
linked to strategy

challenges

Job types

challenges

and guidance

HR policy changes

Improved
organisational
performance

Learning and
development

and development

Operating
models and
targets

Support for learning

conversations

More frequent

HR practices

Improved in-role
performance

Practical support

conversations

Future-focused

cultures

Organisational

CONTEXTUAL DIFFERENCES

bias training

Unconscious

Support need
to perform

Clarity on personal

conversations

Motivation to
perform

Clarity on professional

feedback

training

Strengths-based

Varying
commitment to
training

Fair appraisal and

management

style

Generally
consistent
attendance at
training

Coaching management

Varying
manager
capability

Insight into good people

Varying
specialisms and
seniority

INDIVIDUAL (MANAGERS AND NON-MANAGERS)

Strengths-based
conversations training

VOA only

Fair and inclusive
talent management

‘Words Matter’

Improved employee
performance

HMRC, NOMS and VOA

Effective
management
systems

Figure A1: Theory of change for the performance conversations field trial

3 Research design

The method we used to evaluate
the interventions was a group
randomised trial. This involves
allocating groups of employees to
intervention and control groups,
collecting standard measurements
before and after the intervention,
and analysing the differences
between the measurements of the
two groups.
Experimental groups
In order to establish a causal
relationship, we need to satisfy
three criterion (Shadish et al 2002):
• Co-variation – the assumed
cause and effect are related.
This relies upon statistical
calculations of reliable
measurements.
• Temporality – the assumed cause
precedes the effect in time. This
requires taking measures before
and after the intervention.
• Non-spuriousness – there are
no other plausible alternative
explanations for the observed
effect. We do it in various ways,
applying established theory,
introducing a control group,
and randomising between
intervention and control.
The use of a randomised control
group gives the most effective
estimate of ‘counter-factual’
outcomes – that is, answering
the question of what would have
occurred without the intervention.
The study therefore utilises a
combination of randomised
allocation of employees to
intervention or control; and
historical measurements, to
control for the possibility that
changes following the intervention
were part of an existing trend, as
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opposed to something new. By
contrast, a simple longitudinal
(or before-and-after) trial is less
appropriate for demonstrating
cause and effect, as the observed
impact may be because of other
changes in the organisation
that we have not controlled for
(‘unobserved differences’).
It is important to note that
because the whole of the VOA was
undergoing the pilot, there was no
opportunity for a control group
in the second intervention. This
gave three experimental groups,
relying on HMRC and NOMS for the
provision of control groups:
• control groups in HMRC and
NOMS, in which no training
workshops were delivered
• intervention groups in HMRC
and NOMS, for the more discrete
intervention on line manager
capability
• an intervention group in the
VOA, for the more extensive
intervention also including HR
policy change.
Random allocation at group
level
Randomly allocating subjects
to intervention and control
groups further strengthens the
research design, as it reduces
bias in the study. Specifically, it
reduces the chance that there are
unobserved differences between
the experimental groups and
thus that we can be sure that our
intervention and control groups are
comparing like with like.
In our case, we randomised HMRC
and NOMS employees at unit or
group level, rather than individual

(that is, employee) level, which
limited the degree to which
we could randomise. However,
group randomisation had the
benefit of reducing the chance of
contamination or spill-over effect
from intervention to control: by
grouping employees at site level, it
became less likely that managers in
the intervention would discuss the
workshop or share materials with
colleagues in the control. Further,
in order to use historical data (see
below) we needed to conduct
analysis at the unit level rather than
the individual.
We conducted a ‘stratified random
assignment’, identifying functional
groups in each organisation and
using a random number generator
to select units to intervention
or control. In NOMS, we had
four strata or functional groups
– London prisons, non-London
prisons, probation service and the
central HR directorate – from which
we randomised 23 geographically
based units to intervention or
control. In HMRC, we had seven
functional groups, covering a wide
range of specialisms and job types,
from which we randomised 14 sitebased organisational units (two
units per function).
There may be some unobserved
differences between the groups.
For example, in NOMS, the size,
type and operational context
of prisons could vary and this
could affect any comparisons
between the groups. However,
based on discussions with HMRC
and NOMS, our assumption is
that the group-level strata (that
is, the organisational units) are
comparable enough to form the
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Figure A2: Example of difference-in-differences analysis

Impact shown
High

Medium

Low
Baseline

Post-intervention

Control group

Intervention group

Impact shown
High

Medium

Low
Baseline

Post-intervention

Control group

Intervention group

No impact shown
High

Medium

Low
Baseline

basis for econometric analysis.
They don’t need to be exactly the
same because the difference-indifferences approach (see below)
compares changes in scores or
responses, not absolute levels.
‘Difference in differences’ and
historical analysis
Following on from the inclusion
of a control group, we used
‘difference-in-differences’
quantitative analysis to assess
impact. This approach compares
the relative differences in beforeand-after changes for the
intervention and control groups;
in other words, whether the
intervention group improves more
or worsens less when compared
with the control group. This
gives us a more nuanced and
trustworthy picture than simply
looking at overall increases or
decreases in outcomes from
baseline to post-intervention.
For example, as shown in Figure A2,
it may be that performance
(or a closely related factor)
increases in the intervention
group and stays stable within
the control group. Clearly, this
points to a positive impact of
the intervention. Alternatively, it
may be that performance stays
relatively stable in the intervention
group but – for unrelated reasons
– drops in the control group.
In this case, too, we show the
intervention has had an impact:
simple before-and-after measures
would not pick up on it, but by
looking at the counterfactual,
we can see that it has stopped
a decline. Contrarily, if the
intervention and control groups
improve more or less equally, we
conclude that the intervention
has had no impact, whereas a
simple before-and-after evaluation
would wrongly suggest that there
was an impact.

Post-intervention

Control group

Intervention group
9
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Figure A3: Example of historical difference-in-differences analysis

New trend
High

Medium

Low
Historical

Baseline

Control group

Post-intervention

Intervention group

Continuation of existing trend
High

Medium

Low
Historical

Baseline

Control group

Intervention group
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Post-intervention

We strengthen our analysis further
by introducing historical analysis
(see Figure A3). Through this,
we can see whether an observed
difference in differences is part
of an existing trend or is indeed
something new. This is helpful,
because although randomisation
helps us to determine that
intervention and control groups
are comparable, there may still be
some unobserved differences that
account for the change.
The main weakness of our
research design is that we do not
have a control group in the VOA;
we rely instead on the controls
in HMRC and NOMS (we thus
ensure that in our main analysis
we include these control groups in
all our analysis measuring impact).
There is also a natural limitation in
that we ran the trial for a specific
length of time, over a few months
(see timeline below), and cannot
comment on the longer-term
impact of the discrete workshop,
except to say that on the basis of
our qualitative research, it is likely
to need more support.
Nonetheless, overall, we can say
that the research design is highly
appropriate for assessing cause
and effect.
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4 Data sources and units of analysis

The trial rests on two types
of employee data, individual
and unit level. Both came from
online surveys, with some paper
questionnaires used in the prison
service, and both linked to the
different experimental groups.
Diagnostic interviews
To inform the design of the trial, we
conducted qualitative diagnostic
research in summer 2016 with the
three participating organisations
and the Civil Service Employee
Policy (CSEP) team. This included
interviews with 18 Civil Service
employees plus 7 focus groups
with line managers and non-line
managers as follows:
• in CSEP, an interview with a
deputy director and a joint
interview with two senior policy
consultants
• in HMRC, five telephone
interviews and four focus groups
conducted in person within four
key operational groups, together
covering: three HR professionals,
two business leaders, eight
line managers, seven nonline managerial staff, and one
social scientist (who provided
background information to the
performance process)
• in NOMS, two telephone
interviews with HR managers
and two with senior managers,
plus one face-to-face focus
group with line managers
and one with non-managerial
employees
• in the VOA, six interviews done
by telephone with two HR
professionals and four senior
business leaders; plus one focus
group also done by telephone
with four employees.
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The views expressed in this
research were therefore indicative
rather than a reliable impression
of the views of the whole
organisation.
Bespoke survey
We collected individual
measurements for employees
before and after the intervention
through a bespoke survey. The
survey covered a range of aspects
of performance conversations,
going into detail on how often
different aspects of performance
are discussed; line management
style and how performance
conversations were conducted;
and how much performance
conversations helped employees
develop and perform. All
respondents answered regarding
their performance conversations
with their managers, and line
managers also answered with
regard to the staff they managed.
Across the two waves of the
bespoke survey, we obtained
2,903 usable responses.
Civil Service People Survey
In addition, to strengthen
the analysis with a historical
perspective (see above), we
drew upon existing data from
the annual Civil Service People
Survey. This covered areas of
performance management in less
detail than our bespoke survey,
but nonetheless covered useful
questions on how often, how and
to what effect performance is
discussed.
A clearer limitation of this
approach was that for data
protection reasons, the research

team was not able to analyse
individuals’ responses of the Civil
Service data. Instead, to achieve a
greater degree of anonymisation,
the Civil Service provided us
with aggregated unit-level data.
For each question, this came as
overall percentage figures for the
different organisational units in
the study (in most cases, this was
the percentage of respondents
who answered ‘agree’ or ‘strongly
agree’, as opposed to ‘neither
agree nor disagree’, ‘disagree’ or
‘strongly disagree’).
The unit-level approach yielded
far fewer cases than in the
individual-level data, limiting
the strength of our analysis.
We also lost some cases in the
historical data, as organisational
change in HMRC meant that we
lost comparability between the
units of analysis for different
years. In total across the three
organisations, we had 52
organisational units that we could
track across the different waves
or time points.
In HMRC and NOMS, the latest
Civil Service People Survey came
at the trial baseline. To obtain
post-intervention measures,
we repeated the questions
of interest, including them
along with the bespoke survey
questions in a single postintervention survey. Thus, for
these organisations, what we
label ‘Civil Service People Survey’
data actually includes some data
on Civil Service People Survey
questions collected separately
in the bespoke survey and then
aggregated and linked to the
organisational units for analysis.
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Response rates
Across the three organisations, the
overall response rate for the two
waves of the bespoke survey was
16% from a population of 8,843.
This breaks down by organisation
as follows:
• In HMRC, from an estimated
headcount of 4,533, we
obtained a baseline response
of 742 (response rate 16%) and
for the post-intervention survey
we obtained 1,330 responses
(response rate 29%).
• In NOMS, from an estimated
headcount of 2,810, we
obtained a baseline response
of 232 (response rate 8%) and
for the post-intervention survey
we obtained 366 responses
(response rate 13%).
• In the VOA, we obtained a
baseline response of 177 from
a randomly selected sample of
1,500 (response rate 12%) and
a post-intervention response of
267 from all 3,659 employees
(response rate 7%).
In comparison, the response rates
for the Civil Service People Survey
were far higher. For HMRC the
response rate was 69% in 2016
and 65% in 2015; for the Ministry
of Justice (including NOMS) it was
46% in 2016 and 51% in 2015; and
for the VOA it was 62% in 2016
and 2015 and 64% in 2014. The
figures for HMRC and the VOA are
in line with the overall rate of 65%
in 2016 and 2015 and 60% in 2014.
Non-response error is possible
in both these datasets –
conventionally it is not considered
a concern with response rates
of 80% or above – but is clearly
a much greater problem in the
bespoke surveys. Response rates
for surveys in organisational
settings can vary greatly. A metaanalysis by Baruch and Holtom
(2008) found that in 490 studies,
the average response rate was

12

52.7%, with a high standard
deviation of 20.4; assuming a
normal distribution, this would
suggest that typically two-thirds
of surveys in organisations have a
response rate of between 32% and
73%. Our response rates for the
bespoke survey fall outside this
range, so can be considered low.

approach to one-to-one meetings
with their staff following the
workshop. This is not nearly
as robust as before-and-after
measurements, but it nonetheless
gives some insight into the
perceived usefulness and impact
of the intervention a few months
down the line.

This means that the views and
experiences of people who
responded may well differ from
those who did not respond in ways
that are unknown. This unknown
error is a clear weakness of the
study and another reason why
our analysis rests on the historical
data where possible. The findings
remain worth exploring, but we
need to take note that the chance
of non-response bias is high.

Third, around the time of the postintervention survey, we conducted
focus groups with managers and
non-managers in HMRC and NOMS
to gain qualitative insights into
which aspects of the workshop
worked well and why, and what
the challenges and successes had
been in putting the learning and
techniques into practice. These
findings are not representative of
the cohort as a whole, but they
give us important insights that
we cannot get from the group
randomised trial data, specifically
into the mechanisms of the
intervention impact and what
might be improved in the future.

Additional sources
Although the core of our analysis
focuses on longitudinal data
comparing intervention and
control groups, we back this up
with other data sources that also
constitute important links in our
theory of change (see above).
First, at the end of the workshops
we asked participants to complete
a feedback form rating the quality
and perceived usefulness of the
training course. This corresponds
to level one of the Kirkpatrick
model, the widely used benchmark
for conducting training evaluation
(Kirkpatrick and Kirkpatrick 1994).
It does not give us an indication
of the workshop’s impact, but
it helps us to interpret the
evidence we do find for impact:
for example, if the workshop was
perceived as poor quality, this
may explain the lack of a positive
impact.
Second, in the post-intervention
survey, intervention group
managers were asked
retrospective questions on
whether they had changed their

Piecing the data together
In summary, the two main
sources of data have respective
strengths and weaknesses. From
the individual-level data from the
bespoke survey, we get a more
detailed look at different aspects
of performance conversations
and can conduct more powerful
statistical analysis. From the unitlevel data from the Civil Service
People Survey, we strengthen the
research design by introducing
a historical perspective prior
to baseline, although we lose
analytical power in the analysis.
Thus, we rely on both these
sources to piece together a picture
of the impact. Where we find no
evidence of impact through the
historical analysis, we bear in mind
that this may be due to the small
numbers of units and look more to
the individual-level data from the
bespoke survey.
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We then add further, albeit more
tentative, insights from supporting
data sources, including feedback
immediately after the workshops,
and retrospective views of
managers and focus group
discussions several months later.
There are some natural limitations
of the data sources. In particular,
we use self-completion survey data
as a proxy for the impact of one-toone conversations on performance,
rather than assessing performance
directly (for example, through
changes in key performance
indicators). It is also worth noting
that we ran the trial for a specific
length of time, over a few months,
and cannot comment on the
longer-term impact of the discrete
workshop, except to say that on the
basis of our qualitative research, it
is likely to need more support.
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5 Statistical analysis

Multivariate analysis and use
of controls
To test for the impact of the
intervention, we use regression,
a form of multivariate analysis
that allows us to simultaneously
control for other factors that
may potentially influence the
outcome measures. This is a
much more robust approach than
simply comparing responses
or percentage changes for the
different experimental groups.
Nonetheless, for illustrative
purposes, we include some
descriptive statistics showing
different results for the different
departments in Appendix 2.
We control for two factors in
particular. First, we control
for differences between
the organisations, which is
important both because of the
different interventions involved
and because of the different
operational environments and
working cultures of the three
organisations.
Second, for questions about
employees’ performance
conversations with their managers,
we control for whether the
respondent was also a line
manager. This is relevant because
managers who have taken part
in a workshop on strengthsbased conversations may – as
intended – change their approach
to management; but they are
also employees with managers
themselves and taking part in the
workshop may also make them
more predisposed to noticing a
change in their own manager’s
approach. There is thus potential
for bias in the responses from
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intervention group employees who
are managers.
The inclusion of both these
controls makes the core analysis
more robust by taking into
account these potentially relevant
factors.
In principle, we can also include
controls for other factors,
including gender, age, whether the
employee has a disability, ethnicity
and sexual orientation. This would
allow us to make some initial
enquiry into whether these factors
affect the relationship between
intervention and outcomes – for
example, do women, employees
of a certain age, or black, Asian or
minority ethnic (BAME) employees
benefit in particular from the
strengths-based approach?
However, this increases the
number of missing cases and, as
a result, when we include gender
and age, we lose power in our
analysis (our findings become
statistically insignificant). Thus,
because of the limitations of our
datasets – in particular the low
number of cases in the unit-level
analysis – we rely on analysis that
does not include further controls
in the current analysis.
Indeed, while our preference is to
control for whether line manager
or not, this also reduces the
sample size, and in some cases
we find no significant results.
Where this is the case, we look
at whether there is a significant
finding excluding this control.
Thus, when more robust analysis
does not yield a result because of
a fall in sample size, we proceed

with a slightly less rigorous form
of testing to see whether there
could be an impact, in the context
of a larger sample size. This
potentially reduces the robustness
of some findings – in other words,
how confident we can be that the
observed change constitutes an
impact from the intervention – but
where this is the case, it is flagged
in the main body of the report.
Statistical testing
Because of the different types of
variables in the two datasets, we
used different types of regression.
For the individual-level analysis,
we ran a logit model because
the dependent variables (the
outcome) were dummy or binary
variables: we are testing the
probability of an employee being
in one group (0) or another (1).
Typically the split is between
‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ on the
one hand, and ‘neither agree nor
disagree’, ‘disagree’ or ‘strongly
disagree’ on the other hand. In line
with convention for logit analyses,
we use marginal effects (dy/dx)
to measure the impact size of the
treatment.
For the unit-level analysis, we
run ordinary least squares (OLS)
because the dependent variables
provided ratio-level data (Trochim
2006): in each case a single
numerical figure representing the
percentage of individuals replying
‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ in a
given organisational unit. The
coefficients of the OLS model are
directly interpretable and their
meaning is very close to those of
the marginal effects in the logit
regression.
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In both cases, to calculate the
difference in differences we use
an interaction effect for the two
variables of time point (0=baseline,
1=post-treatment) and experimental
group (0=control, 1=intervention).
For the historical analysis, we have
only tested for significance for
the comparison between baseline
and post-intervention, relying on
descriptive statistics and graphs for
the historical comparison.
How we interpret the effect sizes
depends to an extent on the
starting point. For example, we
may have a marginal effects size of
0.09, indicating that the probability
of agreeing or strongly agreeing
with a survey item increases by
9%. In general terms this would
be considered a moderate to large
impact, but it is far greater if the
proportion of ‘agree/strongly agree’
increases from 8% to 17% (more
than doubling the probability) than
if it increases from 60% to 69%.
When looking at the statistical
significance of the results, the
most common convention in social
science is to use the 5% threshold
(p<0.05) denoting a 95% likelihood
that observed results have not
occurred by chance. However, this
convention is not a hard and fast
rule – for example, Fisher, who
popularised the p-value and the
convention of p<0.05, argued
that researchers should make
a judgement on what level of
significance is acceptable based on
the situation (Fisher 1973). Particular
factors to consider alongside
convention are the impact size and
number of cases in the analysis. In
our historical analysis, about 100
cases is a small sample and it is
especially sensible to increase our
threshold to p<0.1, but even in our
individual-level data, about 3,000
observations is not huge and a
broader approach is justifiable.
1

We thus use different levels of
statistical significance to indicate
how confident we can be in
our results. We conclude that
coefficients significant at 10%
are weakly significant, at 5% are
clearly significant and at 1% are
strongly significant.
Comparison of the different
interventions
We initially include all cases in
our regression models for two
reasons: first, to maximise the
number of cases and thus the
power of the analysis; and second,
because we had no control group
within the VOA, so the comparison
must come from the other
organisations.
Nonetheless, it is important
that we compare the two
interventions, both because
the VOA intervention was more
extensive than that in HMRC
and NOMS, and to remove any
potential bias stemming from
the lack of a VOA control group.
We do this by removing the VOA
cases, re-running the analysis for
HMRC and NOMS only, and seeing
where the effect becomes smaller
or statistically insignificant.
Further comparisons between the
three organisations can be made
with the descriptive statistics
presented in Appendix 2. However,
we do not statistically test for
these differences here, as the level
of analysis required is likely to be
too powerful for our datasets.1

It is worth noting that we include a control in the regressions for which organisation employees were in, but this only acts to strengthen the overall impact
assessment; in itself it does not allow us to measure differences between the organisations.
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6 Data points and research timeline

The data points were dictated by
the timing of the interventions.
The VOA pilot commenced in
summer 2016, so we used the
2015 Civil Service People Survey
as a baseline (T), the 2014 data as
historical (T–1) and the 2016 data
as post-intervention (T+1). For the
bespoke survey we ran a baseline
survey from June to July 2016 with
a random selection of employees
and ran the post-intervention
survey from April to May 2017.

The workshop intervention in
HMRC and NOMS was delivered
mainly from November to
December 2016, with a few ‘mopup’ sessions in January 2017.
The 2016 Civil Service People
Survey, run in October, gave us an
appropriate baseline, with the 2015
survey being used as the historical
data point. The bespoke baseline
survey was run from December
2016 to January 2017. The postintervention survey, which included
both Civil Service People Survey
questions and questions from the
bespoke survey, was run from late
March to May 2017.

The time from December to April
was estimated to be sufficient
time for the intervention to
have had some impact on the
discussions that take place
between managers and their
reports about performance, yet
a short enough timeframe that it
was a realistic period to maintain
a degree of control in the research
design. If the timeframe is too
long, there is a danger that other
interventions, such as training
programmes or reorganisation,
may occur in the organisational
units that risk interfering with the
results of this trial.

Figure A4: Timeline for the group randomised trial

Oct
2014

Oct
2015

June
2016

Oct
2016

Dec
2016

Apr
2017

VOA Civil Service People Survey data

VOA intervention

VOA bespoke survey

HMRC and NOMS Civil Service People Survey data
HMRC and NOMS
intervention
HMRC and NOMS bespoke survey
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7P
 erformance conversations posttreatment survey questionnaire
The below questionnaire forms the
post-intervention survey conducted
by the CIPD in HMRC and NOMS.
Questions (labelled ‘Q_’) are used
to compare with the bespoke
survey responses at baseline; Civil
Service People Survey questions
(labelled CSPS and ‘B_’) are used
to compare with the Civil Service
baseline and historical data; and
‘Q16_’ is a retrospective question
with no baseline comparison.
VOA employees were asked the
bespoke questions ‘Q_’, but
not CSPS questions because,

due to the different timing of
the VOA intervention, we used
the October 2016 Civil Service
People Survey to provide postintervention data (see research
timeline above). In addition to the
below, questions were also asked
about organisational unit (division
and location), job grade, gender,
gender of manager, age, sexual
orientation, disability, ethnicity,
and whether employees work from
home, have dependent children
and/or are caregivers.

Q01. In general, how often do you typically discuss the following with your line manager?
(Please tick one option for each row.)

Never

Q01_01

Once
Once
Once
Once
every
every
Once a
every
Once a
a year 6 months 3 months month 2 weeks week

Updates on activity or plans for the
department or organisation

Q01_02 How well I am carrying out my job role
Q01_03

My progress towards explicit performance
objectives

Q01_04 Any challenges I am facing in my job role
Q01_05 Any challenges I am facing in my personal life
Q01_06 How he/she can support me in my job role
Q01_07 My skills development needs
Q01_08 My career or development ambitions
Q01_09

Non-job-related chat (for example personal
activities, interests, or relationships)
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Several
times a
week

Strongly
agree

CSPS: My work

Agree

Neither
agree nor
disagree

Disagree

Strongly
disagree

Agree

Neither
agree nor
disagree

Disagree

Strongly
disagree

Agree

Neither
agree nor
disagree

Disagree

Strongly
disagree

B01 I am interested in my work
B02 I am sufficiently challenged by my work
B03 My work gives me a sense of personal accomplishment
B04 I feel involved in the decisions that affect my work
B05 I have a choice in deciding how I do my work

Strongly
agree

CSPS: My manager
B09 My manager motivates me to be more effective in my job
B10 My manager is considerate of my life outside work
B11

My manager is open to my ideas

B12

My manager helps me to understand how I contribute
to [my org’s] objectives

B13

Overall, I have confidence in the decisions made by my
manager

B14 My manager recognises when I have done my job well
B15 I receive regular feedback on my performance
B16

The feedback I receive helps me to improve my
performance

B17 I think that my performance is evaluated fairly
B18 Poor performance is dealt with effectively in my team

Q02. One-to-one meetings with your line manager
Q02_01

When discussing work with my line manager,
he/she usually gives specific guidance

Q02_02

I feel comfortable discussing my work with my
line manager

Q02_03

My line manager is available when I want to
discuss my work with him/her

Q02_04

My meetings with my line manager help to
improve my performance

Q02_05

My meetings with my line manager help me learn
and develop as a professional
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CSPS: Resources and workload

Strongly
agree

Agree

Neither
agree nor
disagree

Disagree

Strongly
disagree

Agree

Neither
agree nor
disagree

Disagree

Strongly
disagree

Agree

Neither
agree nor
disagree

Disagree

Strongly
disagree

Agree

Neither
agree nor
disagree

Disagree

Strongly
disagree

B30 In my job, I am clear what is expected of me
B32 I have clear work objectives
B33 I have the skills I need to do my job effectively
B34 I have the tools I need to do my job effectively
B35 I have an acceptable workload
B36

I achieve a good balance between my work life and
my private life

CSPS: Inclusion and fair treatment

Strongly
agree

B28 I feel valued for the work I do
I think that [my org] respects individual differences
B29 (for example cultures, working styles, backgrounds,
ideas, etc)

Strongly
agree

CSPS: Pay
B37 I feel that my pay adequately reflects my performance

CSPS: Organisational culture

Strongly
agree

B58 I am trusted to carry out my job effectively
B59

I believe I would be supported if I try a new idea,
even if it may not work

Q03. When discussing how you can improve your performance, does your line manager...?
(Please select the option that best describes her/his approach.)
1 Only focus on your current strengths
2 Mainly focus on your current strengths
3 Focus on strengths and weaknesses equally
4 Mainly focus on your current weaknesses
5 Only focus on your current weaknesses
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Q06. Do you directly line-manage any staff at the moment?
1 Yes
2 No

Q07. How many staff do you directly line-manage at the moment?

Q08. In general, how often do you typically discuss the following with your direct reports?
(Please tick one option for each row.)

Never

Q08_01

Updates on activity or plans for the
department or organisation

Q08_02

How well my reports are carrying out their
job roles

Q08_03

Their progress towards explicit
performance objectives

Q08_04

Any challenges they are facing in their job
roles

Q08_05

Any challenges they are facing in their
personal lives

1

Once
Once
Once
Once
every
every
Once a
every
Once a
a year 6 months 3 months month 2 weeks week

2

3

4

5

6

7

Several
times a
week

8

Q08_06 How you can support them in their job role
Q08_07 Their skills development needs
Q08_08 Their career or development ambitions
Q08_09

Non-job-related chat (for example personal
activities, interests, or relationships)

Q09. In general, when discussing work with your direct reports, how much specific guidance do you typically give?
(Please tick the option that best describes your approach.)
1

A great deal – for example I set what is required and how it should be done

2

A fair amount – for example I set some requirements, ask for their views and give advice

3

A little – for example I mainly challenge them to reflect on what is needed; I rarely advise

4 None – my reports tend to work entirely on their own initiative
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Q10. Do you adapt the amount of guidance that you provide depending on which of your reports you’re talking to?
1

A great deal – I use very different approaches depending on the person’s needs

2

A fair amount

3

A little

4 Not at all – I have my management approach and I stick to it
5

Not applicable – I only manage one employee

Q11. How often do you use a coaching model when meeting with your direct reports?
(for example the GROW model of: Goals, Reality, Options, Way forward)
1

Always

2

Often

3

Sometimes

4 Never

Q12. When discussing how your reports can increase their performance, do you...?
(Please tick the option that best describes your approach.)
1

Only focus on their current strengths

2

Mainly focus on their current strengths

3

Focus on strengths and weaknesses equally

4 Mainly focus on their current weaknesses
5

Only focus on their current weaknesses

Q13. In your opinion, how much do your meetings with your direct reports help improve their performance?
1

A great deal

2

A fair amount

3

A little

4 Not at all
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Q14. In your opinion, how much do your meetings with your direct reports help them learn and
develop as professionals?
1

A great deal

2 A fair amount
3

A little

4 Not at all

Q15. Did you attend the Strengths-Based Conversations workshop for line managers in
November 2016 – January 2017?
1 Yes
2 No

Q16. Following the Strengths-Based Conversations workshop in November to January, did you change how
you manage your reports in the following ways?

Q16_01

Hold more frequent meetings with my reports

Yes

No

1

2

Q16_02 Talk with them about their performance more frequently
Q16_03 Focus more on their strengths or what they are doing well
Q16_04 Use a less directive, more coaching style of management
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