McGregor Meets Gilbert

Fred Nickols

I recently attended an ISPI chapter presentation in which considerable attention was placed on
Thomas F. Gilbert’s distinction between two factors affecting performance: (1) the performer’s

repertory of behavior and (2) environmental supports. As Gilbert (1978) put it:

“For any given accomplishment, a deficiency in performance always has as its
immediate cause a deficiency in a behavior repertory (P), or in the environment
that supports the repertory (E), or in both (p.76).

Gilbert further observed of such deficiencies in performance:

But its ultimate cause will be found in a deficiency of the management system
(M)” (p.76).

Earlier, Douglas McGregor (1967) drew essentially the same distinction when he wrote:

“...the performance P of an individual at work in an industrial organization is a
function of certain characteristics of the individual I, including his knowledge,
skills, motivation, attitudes and certain aspects of the environmental situation E,
including the nature of his job, the rewards associated with his performance, and
the leadership provided him” (p.5).

McGregor went on to express his remarks in a now-famous notational form which states simply

that performance is a function of individual and environmental variables:
P=f(Iabcd..Emnop...)

There are some clear implications of the distinctions drawn by McGregor and Gilbert:

1. Training is suited for addressing some individual variables, most notably deficiencies of

skill or knowledge.

2. Other individual variables such as capacity, attitudes and motives are not readily af-
fected via training. Instead, managerial actions tied to recruiting, selection, placement

and incentives are more effective.
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Environmental variables are addressed via interventions such as communicating expec-
tations, ensuring properly designed processes and the seeing to the availability of re-
quired tools and materials.

It is typically the case that both individual and environmental variables must be ad-
dressed in order to realize improvements in performance in a particular role or job.
Training, therefore, must almost always be accompanied by other interventions in order
to realize improvements in performance.

Yet, trainers are regularly expected to realize improvements in performance through
training alone. Rarely, will that prove to be the case. Moreover, rarely do trainers have
the authority to address the environmental factors affecting performance. They can
draw these to management’s attention but, as Gilbert indicates, the ultimate responsibil-
ity is management’s. As the diagram below illustrates, trainers can take responsibility
for learning but management must do the managing .

P=f(l..E..)
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