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There are those who build houses and those who repair them. Both services are 
important, and many of the skills required are the same. But the value that builders create 
is more significant for both the purchaser and the economy as a whole. The value of a 
repair job is usually much more limited; it tends to focus on restoration, prevention of 
loss or cost savings. Repair is not only less valued, it is also less satisfying.  Purchasers 
eagerly seek out people who can create a new house or a new addition to their existing 
house; they want that structure.  They often view repair as a necessary evil; they wish 
they did not have to do it. 
 
Performance consultants can also function as ‘builders’ or ‘fixers.’ Some design new 
interventions to help organizations take advantage of opportunities. But many see 
themselves as in the business of organizational repair and are hired to try to fix “broken” 
performance systems. 
 
In the very early days of HPT we were far more interested in building than in repair. 
Programmed instruction was seen as a new way of providing education – an alternative to 
existing instructional systems, not a repair of any of them. Our early work in engineered 
classrooms, in rehabilitation programs like Job Corps and in prisons was not seen as 
“fixing” existing structures, but as creating new alternatives. 
 
Early applications of behavior analysis were usually approached as performance planning 
efforts, not as problem-fixing. We were interested in clarifying the “as is” state primarily 
to establish a baseline or learn what we had to build from, rather than determine the cause 
of that state. Our primary focus was on means, not cause. In fact an HPT pioneer, Lloyd 
Homme, once said “We leave cause to the psychoanalysts; our concern is how to get it 
done.” 
 
Somewhere along the line we began to shift our focus from designing new programs to 
fixing “broken” ones. We were no longer in the business of building better alternatives; 
we were in the business of overcoming deficiencies. Examining the “as is” situation took 
on a different meaning. Rather than giving us information about present conditions to aid 
our design activity, it was now seen as the first step in defining a problem to establish a 
gap or deficiency. It was also seen as a major source of information about the root causes 
contributing to the deficiency. We stopped doing behavioral analysis, and did “cause 
analysis” instead.  
 
This was a major shift for the field which originally had a more engineering-like 
approach. Engineers don’t look at a gap as a deficiency but as a design challenge. The 
engineers who looked at the Golden Gate entrance to San Francisco bay did not see it as a 
gap to fill but one to bridge. 



 
We often lament that chief executives don’t accord performance consulting the respect it 
deserves or recognize the benefits that an HPT consultant can provide. Well . . . when we 
come to their door telling them we’re repair people, we are likely to get much less 
attention and respect than if we position ourselves as engineers or architects.  
 
Much of the shift in focus for performance technology occurred when we began to get 
more actively involved in corporate training. It was also influenced by the quality 
movement which is largely a “broken system” approach. Positioning yourself as being 
able to fix things is often an easy entrance to a client who is feeling pain. So the field 
drifted toward where the money was. And getting money was quicker with remediation 
and repair sold to those who wanted relief from their “pain.”  But that approach and that 
repair image were also limiting. It made it difficult to gain entry to organizations that did 
not see themselves as ‘in pain’ or ‘having problems.’ 
 
We need to stop telling managers that we are here to fix their problems (which they don’t 
like to admit to, anyway) but to provide them with new alternatives to increase the 
performance results of their organization. Chief executives see “repairs” like training or 
competency development as necessary evils they wish they didn’t need. Designing better 
ways to meet the challenges facing the organization is more likely to be seen as a positive 
requirement. Our interventions do not just save money, they also create new or more 
revenue. 
 
There is nothing wrong with pain relief or repair or fixing problems. In fact, they are very 
desirable, as anyone who’s ever had a toothache or a leaky roof or a poorly performing 
sales staff will tell you. The difficulty arises if we define ourselves and our technology 
primarily in terms of overcoming deficiencies, filling gaps, and/or looking for root 
causes. This is what we seem to have done, and it seriously limits our applications and 
our position in the marketplace. Our clients tend to see HPT practitioners as primarily in 
the repair business, not in the building business. 
 
So what’s the difference? 
First, let’s look at gap analysis. There are two components:  1) the desired state and 2) 
present conditions. Planning and design focuses on the desired results and looks at the 
present state primarily in terms of understanding the conditions that have to be 
considered in the design. Problem identification and repair focuses on the present 
conditions (“as is”) to determine what factors may be affecting results and what we can 
do to overcome them. 
 
Let us use the bridge analogy again. The engineer is concerned with present conditions of 
the soil – its composition, moisture content, and so forth. They must be considered in the 
design of the bridge, but they make up a relatively small portion of the planning and 
design work.  
 
Defining HPT primarily as cause analysis and problem-solving limits us in several ways. 
Perhaps the most serious is in the kinds of issues client ask us to work on. 



 
I was asked, once, what the difference is between OD and HPT. My reply was “Not as 
much as one might think.  When we deal with  the same performance issues we do pretty 
much the same things. The main difference is that OD folks are usually given more 
interesting and important issues to deal with.” 
 
Let’s take down the old sign: “HPT – we overcome your deficiencies.” Let’s put up a 
new one: “HPT – we help you create more value for your stakeholders” 


