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Commentary: Process is Important  

THOMAS G. BERSTENE 

When I saw the title of this scenario, the old Hardy Boys Mystery 
books came to mind. As I read on, I felt that Mike Morris had looked 
into my past on this one. I was once caught in a similar situation when 
working on an evaluation with a less than desirable manager (actually, 
an assistant manager in my case). 

The "Case of the Desperate Staff' is a rich case that raises several 
ethical issues. Specifically, there are four areas involving the Guiding 
Principles that could be addressed. These include: 
 

1. Did the evaluator explain to administrators the limitations of the 
intended evaluation (i.e., one restricted to outcomes), given that organizational processes 
can influence outcomes (Systematic Inquiry, A-2)? Staff members are a vital component 
of strategic management and have a direct impact on any product or service provided. 

Thomas G. Berstene 

2. How does the evaluator determine the stakeholders' (staff members') interest in the 
evaluation and its impact ( Integrity/Honesty, C-3)? What do they stand to gain? Are the 
staff members ultimately trying to remove Spud or are they honestly concerned with 
improving his management style/skills and making their work environment better? 

3. Could the relationship of Spud and his staff produce misleading outcome formation or 
conclusions if it is unreported (Integrity/Honesty, C-6)? In quality terms, is process about 
to cause a loss in outcomes? 

4. What effect will reporting this information have on Spud (Respect for People, D-3)? 
Without adequate data (Systematic Inquiry, A- 1) a fair and impartial judgment cannot be 
made. 

In this case, I see the conflict between (a) presenting all stakeholders' interests and (b) the 
negative impact this approach might have on a particular stakeholder (i.e., Spud) as the over-
riding issue to address. It is in this context that I will discuss first what I would do as the cur 
rent evaluator (i.e., not being able to change the past), and second, what I might do if I could 
start from scratch. 

My perspective on this case is influenced by the fact that I have spent much of my career 
working with clients and employers on cost-benefit and Total Quality Management (TQM) 
analyses. Thus, I tend to look at issues from a process-efficiency-to-outcome-quality vantage 
point. In short, I think process is important. 

In "The Case of the Desperate Staff," I would have to give serious consideration to the 
staff's request, but also keep in mind that I hadn't collected any specific staff-management 
data. There weren't any apparent differences in outcomes between sites. Although turnover 
is higher at this site, what other causes may there be besides what the staff is telling me? Is 
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including these data furthering a hidden agenda of the staff? What is the impact on Spud's
career? 

After pondering these questions, I would meet with the staff again to discuss two
issues. First, I would indicate that I felt it was outside of my contract to include specifics
about Spud's management style in the evaluation report. I would explain that I was brought
in to examine client outcomes and that I have not been collecting data on management
styles or on other internal processes. 

Second, I would tell them that I would present their concerns to the administration as a
side issue, uncovered during the course of my evaluation and deserving of a separate
investigation. I would encourage the staff to continue their good work and consider what
other chan nels they might use to bring their issue forward, for example, the organization's
grievance procedure, human resources department, or Spud's boss. 

My rationale for bringing the issue to the administration's attention is this: the staff
members have expressed concerns over their work environment. If the situation continues, it
could lead to a reduction in outcomes. In addressing these matters with the administration, I
would note the following: 

1. I had not found any significant differences between sites based on outcomes. However,
there were some differences in turnover rates and this may indicate a potential
problem. 

2. I would remind the administration that I had not collected information on staff-man-
agement relations, as this was outside the scope of the contract. 

3. I would discuss how the staff approached me, and how I felt that I could not include
their concerns as a part of the evaluation report but that I was willing to bring them to
the administration as a side issue. I would explain that this may be the tip of an ice-
berg, and if the turnover rate increases at Spud's site, or morale decreases further, it
could directly impact the site's outcomes. l 

at site. 

4. After explaining how examining processes as well as outcomes is important, I might
use the following example to encourage further investigation by the administration. In
industry, where TQM is applied to manufacturing, when a widget assembly line has
higher costs (time to produce, materials, and people), the line is examined to see why it
is different from the rest and what can be done to improve it. The converse is also true.
If Spud's site were outstanding in certain processes, they could be examined for the
possibility of transfer to other sites. This type of evaluation can provide a non-
threatening way of analyzing the situation to identify opportunities for growth for both
Spud and his staff. It also provides an opportunity for the entire organization to learn
from what each other is doing well. 

5. Having discussed the situation with the administration, I would complete the evalua-
tion and the report. While I would not reference the problem in the written report, in a
cover letter to the administration I would gently remind them that it could have
impacts on the outcomes for th

Ah, but if I could have only started from scratch! As I noted previously, as an evaluator I
tend to look at more than just outcomes. Given my desire to know how a system can be made
better, I usually talk my way into examining process as well. Having "been there, done that"
with respect to these issues, I would have begun this project by explaining to the administra-
tion that one of the stakeholders in this community-based program is the taxpayer. Citizens
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are always interested in how their tax dollars are used and what benefits they are getting in 
return. Moreover, it is usually easier to get those with budgetary authority to support programs 
that can demonstrate efficiency as well as effectiveness. 

Based on this approach, I would attempt to design the evaluation to see how each individ-
ual site is achieving its outcomes. What are the differences in process at the various sites? Do 
the characteristics of the caseloads vary from site to site? Where they are the same, are some 
sites more efficient/effective than others? What is the cost per outcome at each site? These are 
all questions I would want to ask if undertaking this case anew. 

If the administration accepted this more encompassing proposal, the site problems 
referred to in "The Case of the Desperate Staff" would become part of the "natural" evaluation. 
The root causes of the apparently higher turnover rate would be investigated, as would the 
management styles of the various site heads. 

Such an approach would legitimize the inclusion of staff information. By broadening the 
study's scope, I would be collecting supporting data either to confirm or refute the staff's 
claims. If the claims prove to be true, I would still need to protect Spud's rights. As the 
Respect for People principle points out, I would need to use care when presenting negative or 
critical information. I would consider presenting the data in the general report but not refer to 
Spud by name. I would also examine what Spud does well to provide a sense of balance. 
Although Spud may be lacking in some interpersonal/managerial skills, his positive perfor-
mance in other areas could benefit the organization as a whole. Indeed, viewing the perfor-
mance of all the managers from this perspective would enhance the evaluation's ability to 
foster organizational development and managerial skill-building. 

NOTE 

1. Turnover in industry usually indicates some form of employee dissatisfaction. 
Dissatisfaction eventually leads to poor performance and increased costs to produce the 
desired outcomes. Industry studies indicate that 93% of a person's base salary must be 
expended to replace an individual who leaves (ASTD, 1987). 
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