Good Enough for Government Work – 7 Steps to Squash Mediocrity
 in Your Organization
You’ve heard that saying, “Oh well, that’s good enough for government work,” followed by a dismissive laugh. Maybe you’ve even said that over the years.

No more.

It’s easy to joke around and even justify a half-hearted effort at work by throwing that phrase around. But whether you work for the government or not, that’s dangerous. Because someone will hear you and decide that “good enough” is the acceptable standard.
You have some brilliant people working in your organization. Hard-working, conscientious, passionate about what they do.

You also have some slugs. You’ve seen them. Slow, incompetent. You’re not sure how they ever got hired in the first place. Maybe you even supervise one of them. Makes you mad, doesn’t it?

And of course, there are those in the middle. Some of them are very capable, yet do barely enough to get by without incurring the wrath of the boss. They do only what’s good enough and then eagerly cash that paycheck every 

other Friday.

Take a look at your mission statement or vision statement. Nowhere in there does it mention being merely “good enough.”

If “good enough” is your standard, you might inquire down the street at the used car lot or the video rental store. But don’t bother to show up back here next week. We don’t need you.

7 Steps to Excellence

1.  Fire someone who deserves it.

    
Would you rather have several months of hassle and emotional turmoil while firing an employee—or the hassle and management challenges of keeping a lousy employee for the next 20 years?

    
It can be hard to fire an employee. Both procedurally and emotionally. It should be hard. 

    
But just because it’s hard doesn’t mean it isn’t the right thing to do on occasion. You know who needs to be fired. The other employees know who needs to be fired. Often, even that jerk of an employee knows he should be fired, but he’s secure knowing your company never fires anyone. 

    
Results? You do nothing except hope the employee turns around on his own. His co-workers gripe to each other that Management won’t do anything, even though it’s clear The Jerk is getting away with murder. And The Jerk continues to set new records for ineptitude and poor conduct.

   
 It’s going to be a long 20 years until either you or The Jerk retires.

    
Of course the process to fire someone starts with Number 2...

2.  Stop Lying to Employees on Performance Appraisals.

    
You have an obligation to your employees and to your agency to tell it like it is on each employee’s job performance appraisal.

    
If you sugarcoat it and try not to rock the boat, you’re avoiding the problem which sends a loud message to the employee that her conduct or performance will be tolerated.

   
Employees know when they’re not doing top work. And in the rare case that they don’t know, you must tell them and then help them through training, coaching, and encouragement to raise their performance.

    
Rest assured, if you do need to take disciplinary action against an employee, one of the first documents their attorney will ask for will be those annual evaluations. If you haven’t documented past problems, you'll have a long, uphill battle terminating that employee.

3.  Pride & ownership in work.

    
Back in the day, craftsmen were proud to sign their creations, whether a piece of furniture or a suit of clothes. 

    
Nowadays, you’re lucky if you reach in the pocket of a new shirt and find a number. Inspected by #6.

    
Why isn’t her name on that slip of paper instead of a number?

    
Would you be proud to have your name on all of your work: your spreadsheets, your patients’ charts, your sales contracts, your software code?

    
Would it affect your performance if you knew everyone who saw your work knew instantly where it came from because your name was prominently displayed?


Think about organizations like the Navy SEALs. They have tremendous pride in their unit. They would literally die for each other. You may not have to go that far, but some of your employees won’t even hold the door open for their teammates.

    
Cultivate pride and ownership in your division, team, and mission.
4.  Find a mentor/Be a mentor.

    
Find someone who can show you the ropes. A good candidate is someone not in your chain of command who has accomplished what you want to accomplish. 

    
It could also be someone in your trade association or even another industry who could help guide you through the political, educational, and personal challenges to help you reach your goals.

5.  Develop Emerging Leaders


Top managers are retiring in waves. Those who remain must ensure they have some leadership potential in the pipeline.


Provide some kind of leadership training for those who are interested and show some aptitude for becoming the next generation of leaders – preferably before they are thrust into a supervisory role.


Caution! The employee with the best technical skills may not be the best manager. A wizard at programming may not be the best candidate to supervise the IT shop. 


You wouldn’t automatically promote the best wide receiver in the league to be the next head coach. Supervising employees is a completely different set of skills.

6. Insist on (and reward) Excellence. 

    
You generally get what you expect. Set high standards and clear expectations and that’s likely what you’ll get—from your employees and from yourself.

     
Then be sure to reward that excellent work. Numerous books and articles have been written on the subject of rewarding and motivating employees. 

    
Discover what your employees want (you could even ask them!). Rewards could include:

· Verbal praise

· Hand-written thank you notes

· Awards in front of their peers

· Money!

· Consideration for promotion

· Gifts (books, movie tickets, gift card for dinner, etc.)

· More autonomy

· A challenging assignment

· A chance to travel (for training, temporary duty, etc.)

    
You must let your people know you’re aware of their efforts or they’ll assume you don’t know or don’t care that they’ve gone the extra mile—and they’ll stop!

7. Hire for character – Train for skill.

    
If you did have the courage to actually fire someone, now you have a vacancy and can start fresh. Hire someone with the character traits you want and then teach them the technical skills for the job.
Is it easier to teach someone your purchasing procedures—or teach them to be honest with the company’s money? Teach them the process and the forms required to hire someone—or teach them to be a positive, enthusiastic employee?

    
Just about any reasonably intelligent person can learn the technical skills, whether it’s programming code or preparing year-end financial reports.

    
It’s much more difficult, however, to teach positive character qualities such as trustworthiness, punctuality, and self-control. 

    
Ideally, you would like to find great character plus technical competence in your new hires. But if you have to choose, hire the person with character and then teach the technical skills.


You can complain about employees doing mediocre work or spending too much time on Facebook – or you can implement these steps and do something about it. Create a culture of excellence and accountability, and demonstrate to your employees, your top leaders, and your customers that you will not settle for “good enough for government work!”
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