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Why Targets kill Commitment and Undermine Performance at Work… 
 
There is a popular assumption amongst some politicians, and even managers, that setting targets 
offers a fast track to improved performance and productivity. Research by Pario HR Solutions indicates 
that the opposite is more likely to result: Targets kill commitment and undermine performance at work 
 
Pario Directors David Sharpley and Doug Crawford reviewed Employee Engagement Surveys and 360 
degree feedback data from over 3,000 employees across a range of business, public sector and not-for-
profit organisations. A clear pattern emerges, with target-driven cultures being characterised by a 
‘transactional’ culture of excessive control and lower levels of employee commitment.   
 
A striking feature of the research is the consistency of the written comments that come from both the 
employee engagement surveys and the 360° feedback. Employees frequently mention the need for 
managers to do more to clarify overall objectives and set clear direction, but this is quite distinct from 
‘chasing targets’. Comments also show that Performance review and Appraisal systems are often 
inadequate - highlighting the need for regular discussion to create involvement in deciding how goals 
are achieved. Pario’s work suggests that these ‘Purposeful Conversations’ are central to the process of 
building commitment and achieving alignment of individual activities with organisational objectives.  
 
The study challenges the assumption that widespread use of targets is an effective way of improving 
standards. Whilst relevant in sales environments, a more general ‘target-centred’ approach can quickly 
cause problems. It can quickly undermine Trust and also encourages managers and staff to ‘manipulate 
the numbers’. Sharpley and Crawford believe that the problem arises because of a misconception on 
how best to translate an organisation’s overall strategy and objectives into high performance. 
Achieving top-class productivity requires a committed, motivated workforce, but Pario’s study suggests 
that a culture centred on imposed targets will undermine long-term success. 
 
David Sharpley makes the point: “Undue emphasis on target setting and management by objectives 
ignores the motivational issues that affect productivity. There may also be an assumption that the 
problem of ‘motivation’ can be delegated to managers after targets have been imposed. In reality, 
highly prescriptive targets are always counter-productive, undermining people’s commitment and 
willingness to use their initiative.”  
 
At a practical, operational level, the study also reveals that managers frequently under-estimate the 
importance of making time for Purposeful Conversations to ‘put activities in context’. Employees want 
to understand how their work fits into the bigger picture, have the opportunity to discuss options, and 
make a meaningful contribution.  Unfortunately, many managers complain of pressure on time, do not 
understand the key steps, and therefore fail to see this as a key part of their role.  
 
On a more positive note, this study, coupled with Pario’s wider HR research, does suggest a more 
effective approach. Practical leadership skills, anchored in Purposeful Conversations, encourage 
discretionary effort and a sense of ownership. Pario identify four steps that enable managers to 
become more effective at energising people, a process described as “Leading with AIMS”. This 
increases initiative and commitment - and strengthens competence. More information on the AIMS 
model, and how 360° feedback can contribute to alignment and high-performance, can now be 
downloaded from the Pario 360 website: http://www.pario360.com/pario360_articles.html 

 
In addition to cutting-edge leadership development, performance management and HR audits, Pario 
also conduct employee surveys, Intelligent 360 degree feedback, and psychometric questionnaires for 
role profiling, assessment and coaching.   
 
Email  enquiries@pario360.com  to discuss issues relating to any of these topics 
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