Ask a Consultant
Dennis J. Kain, FACHE, Executive Vice President and COO
I read Dennis Kain's article about Topgrading in an earlier edition of Tidbits.  Could he amplify on the topic as it relates to evaluating existing talent, redeployment, and managing change?

I received a lot of feedback from Tidbits readers after I wrote about Topgrading in the Spring 2006 edition of the newsletter.  The concept, outlined in the book, Topgrading:  How Leading Companies Win by Hiring, Coaching, and Keeping the Best People, by Bradford D. Smart, Ph.D., obviously resonates with people.

As I mentioned in my earlier column, Topgrading begins with an intriguing premise:  employees are considered to be either A, B, or C players.  Within any organization, only 10-15 percent of its employees are A players, another 10-15 percent are B players.  The rest—the majority—are C players.  
Topgrading was embraced by General Electric and, subsequently, other leading companies.  I have noticed that healthcare organizations are also beginning to move away from the typical end-of-year performance review to a Topgrading-like evaluation.  For example, the 360-degree evaluation performed twice a year (or more) is yielding surprising results, especially if forced ranking is associated with the effort.  In this case, 5-10 percent of managers are ranked into the "needs improvement" (C players in Topgrading) category.  The number of managers who are categorized as “top performers” (A players in Topgrading) is capped at 30 percent.  Just as in a pure Topgrading evaluation, this type of review provides a realistic appraisal of each manager's performance and allows for a discussion and agreement of an improvement plan.  If someone falls into the “needs improvement” category on two successive reviews, then he/she may be redeployed.  As I said in my earlier column, the preferable way of redeploying a manager is not to draw up termination papers, but placing him/her in a different job where the manager can be successful. 

The Topgrading model can also be used to understand and manage organizational change.   I recently heard Quint Studer, Founder of the Studer Group and a well known thought leader in healthcare, speak about the challenges organizations face when driving change, and I was impressed with his concept of the “wall:”  at about 18 months, C players (those who continuously attempt to slow down organizational change) can create a wall in the progress being made by an organization.  Studer advises leadership to reach out to A players to ask them to reinforce the need for change, to get people over the wall.  The process is then repeated with B players.  These meetings are generally done one-on-one and result in a pledge to continue with the new agenda.  Change continues as the C players give up.  Of course, the key to this concept is that the organization has already “Top Graded” their managers so leadership has identified A, B, and C players.  The concept of the “wall” made great sense to me as I once led a hospital during a time of significant change and did not understand why pace slowed at a certain point.  I had hit the “wall” and needed to reach out to the best performers to convince them to help me continue to implement the change process.

Implementing forced ranking is not easy, and the results can be shocking to some managers who have had standard yearly performance reviews and were automatically (and inaccurately) over-rated.  Great leaders—A players—must strive to promote an environment that reinforces high performers and allows for open discussion of improvement plans and, if necessary, redeployment.  The potential for employee development as well as organizational change and growth are immeasurable.
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