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Transit Operator Performance Evaluation:

Study Group Review at Muni

LARRY S. ENGLISHER, MARTIN J. MORGENBESSER, and JOHN P. ATTANUCCI

The San Francisco Municipal Railway (Muni) has un-— sion on

ABSTRACT

The results of a study group review of employee performance evaluation at the
San Francisco Municipal Railway are outlined. The review was undertaken as one
step of a demonstration funded by the Urban Mass Transportation Administration,
which is aimed at improving the reliability of transit service. Muni is cur-
rently implementing study group recommendations as part of the ongoing demon-
stration. The study group process was used in a previous study of safety issues
at Muni and proved gquite helpful. By bringing together representatives of other
transit properties that have been addressing similar problems, the study group
was able to "brainstorm" and exchange ideas. Both Muni staff and the represen-
tatives from other properties left the 4-day session with new insights and
ideas. The study group addressed several components of a performance standards
and motivation program, including measurement of performance, setting targets,
establishing incentive and awards programs, ongoing procedures for appraisal
and communication, and outlining and operating under a system of discipline.
Among the aspects of performance discussed were attendance and punctuality;
adherence to schedule; safety; courtesy and appearance; stress and substance
abuse; and general conformance to rules, procedures, and directives.

possible demonstration

strategies.,

dertaken a transit service reliability demonstration
under a Service and Methods Demonstration grant from
the Urban Mass Transportation Administration. The
objective of the demonstration is to improve the
reliability of service delivered to transit passen-
gers by applying a variety of management and opera-
tional strategies., Among the primary strategies are
an operator performance evaluation and motivation
program, an attendance management program, and on-
street supervision and control strategies,
Multisystems initiated the project 1in December
1983, preparing summary papers to generate discus-

papers reviewed Muni's current performance evalu-
ation procedures and the approaches of several other
transit authorities, including Metro-Dade, Houston
Metro, Seattle Metro, MTC (Twin Cities), Flint MTA,
Chittenden County (Vermont), and San Diego Transit.
The papers also included summaries of the following
approaches to improving productivity and motivation
outlined in research performed by the Urban Insti-
tute (1): monetary 1incentives, performance ap-
praisal, performance targeting, job enrichment, and
employee assistance programs. Research on the causes
of absenteeism among transit employees was also re-
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viewed, including studies of the impacts of extra-
board scheduling and workers' compensation by Peat,
Marwick, Mitchell and Company (2), MacDorman and
MacDorman Associates (3,4), and the U.S5. Department
of Transportation (5), and on the role of stress by
the University of California at Irvine (6,7). Recent
developments in employee assistance programs (8),
participatory management (9,10) and attendance pol-
icies (11) were also reviewed and presented to Muni.
On the basis of recent experience with an acci-
dent and safety program, Harold Geissenheimer,
Muni's General Manager, suggested that a meeting
with managers from other transit properties would
help Muni to formulate an effective program design.
Therefore, on April 11-13, 1984, representatives of
Muni labor and management and the management of six
other transit properties met to discuss approaches
to operator performance standards and motivation
that could be applied to Muni. The six properties

sere selected to represent a variety of approaches

and on the basis of recent innovations they had
undertaken. (The study group participants are listed
in the acknowledgments at the end of the paper.)
The recommendations of the study group are summa-—
rized in this paper.

STUDY GROUP RECOMMENDATIONS

The study group discussions focused on three major
components of a performance standards and motivation
program, as outlined in research by the Urban In-
stitute:

* Measurement and targeting;
* Incentives, awards, and discipline; and
* Appraisal and communication.

Within these three categories,
performance were considered:

six aspects of

1. Attendance and punctuality;

2. Schedule adherence;

3. Safety;

4, Appearance and courtesy;

5. Substance abuse and dealing with stress; and

6. Observance of rules, operating procedures,
and directives.

These six aspects were selected by Muni and Multi-
systems. They were addressed both as a group and
individually in the context of a performance stan-
dards and motivation program. The study group's
recommendations are generally applicable to all as-
pects, although individual references are made in
special cases at the end of the paper.

Tn the conrse of the study group's discussions,
Muni representatives reported on Muni's activities
to date in this area. As a result, the study group's
recommendations bulli on thouse elewenis vl a perfiol-
mance standards and motivation program already in
place. The recommendations of the study group are
discussed in the following sections,

Performance Measurement and Targeting

Measurement

The measurement of performance provides the founda-
tion on which a performance standards and motivation
program can be built. Although the extent to which
performance can be guantified depends on the aspect
of performance being measured, the study group made
a number of general recommendations.

Ideally. performance data should be accurate and
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timely; an automated management information system
would facilitate this. As a first step, Muni should
establish a 1limited number of simple performance
measures that can be managed manually and are
clearly understandable to supervisors, operators,
and all management levels. The use of a personal
computer was suggested by some members of the study
group; a pilot program using a personal computer
could be part of a longer term effort to develop a

- mm bt e Serode

performance monitoring system.

Measures should ideally be expressed in terms of
performance per operator as opposed to systemwide
statistics (i.e., absences per operator per year
instead of the currently used percentage of opera-
tors not present on an average day). Expressing the
measures in this way makes them more readily under-
standable and usable to supervisors and operators
who are trying to achieve established goals.

Measurements should be done on a rolling basis;
"ner year" should mean the immediately preceding 12
months not the calendar year. This approach removes
artificial time constraints and allows for a more
meaningful time period (i.e., 1 year instead of the
current 3 months). It also addresses an issue raised
by Muni regarding the use of an individual's long-
term record in the application of discipline. The
use of a rolling year also departs from Muni's cur-
rent practice of allowing a certain number of miss-
outs per quarter.

On the basis of these general recommendations and
the specific discussions at the meeting, a sample
set of performance measures has been prepared:

1. Attendance

* Unscheduled absences per operator,

¢ Miss-outs per operator,

¢ Sick and occupational
per operator, and

* Late reports per operator;
2. Safety

* Chargeable accidents per operator;

* Chargeable accidents per 100,000 miles by
mode, division, and type of accident;

* safety commendations per operator; and

* Safety violations per operator;
3. Schedule adherence

* Early departures (1 min or more) as per-
centage of departures checked for system,

* Percentage on-time arrivals (to be de-~-
fined), and

* Ahead-of-schedule violations per operator;
4. Appearance and courtesy 5

* Passenger service reports per operator,

* Commendations per operator, and

®* Uniform violations per operator; and
5. General adherence to rules

* Rule infraction write-ups per operator and

* Commendations for general adherence to
rules.

illness absences

Note that Dbecause performance characteristics may
vary by mode, performance measurement should be per-
formed separately for each mode, where applicable.

Performance measurement is not in and of itself a
motivational factor. However, making
operator" statistics available, and graphically pre-
senting trends in such statistics (for the system
and by division), can provide a clear picture to
operators and their supervisors of movement toward
achieving goals.

Similarly, the manner in which performance mea-
surements are: implemented and articulated can sig-
nificantly affect morale. A negative emphasis and
complicated, imposing forms could alienate and demo-
tivate the majority of operators who want to perform
well and do little to improve the performance of
others.

average Mooy
verage per
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A positive approach to performance measurement
should be presented using clear, agreed-upon defini-
tions of the measures to be used. Furthermore, at
the start of implementation, it should be understood
that, as for anything new, there will be a shakedown
period during which the measurement system can be
adapted to the particular situvation before being
institutionalized, All parties involved in the ini-
tial design of the measures should have an oppor-
tunity to provide input to any revision process.
Such an approach addresses the natural concerns
about new procedures and provides the initial flex-
ibility for developing a "tailor-made" system.
(After the shakedown period, there should be peri-
odic reevaluation, but changes should be infrequent.)

Targeting

Targets can be set for each of the established mea-
sures. Instead of transfering standards from other
transit properties to Muni, it was recommended that
Muni assess current performance and establish tar-
gets for percentage increases or decreases in se-
lected performance statistics. The targets should be
achievable and arrived at in a participatory manner;
getting supervisors and operators involved in the
process of establishing targets fosters commitment
to achieving them. The targets should be reevaluated
and revised periodically.

Multisystems 1is currently assisting Muni in
implementing a set of performance measures and a
microcomputer-based monitoring system, and in estab-
lishing targets based on improvements over current
performance.

Incentives, Awards, and Discipline

Incentives and Awards

When a measurement system has been established, pro-
grams can be designed to reward employees for their
superior performance. Incentives, awards, and, in a
larger sense, recognition are all positive motiva-
tors. They can be divided into three distinct cate-
gories:

1. Pay incentives, which are a significant
percentage of the total paycheck (i.e., 5 to 15 per-
cent), are monetary payments (i.e., bonuses, in-
centive-based pay scales) directly tied to perfor-
mance. Such pay incentives may be offered to
individual employees or to groups (divisions) that
meet the criteria.

2. Nonpay awards and recognition may be a small
monetary award (less than $200), a nonmonetary gift
(trip, dinner, trophy), preferential parking, dedi~
cated bus with driver's name on it, or social activ-
ities. Publicizing the award (ceremonies, articles
in newspaper) is also a form of recognition that
enhances the impact of the award itself.

3. Time off is a unique type of nonmonetary re-
ward that can be used to reward superior attendance
and punctuality. Depending on its application, it
can discourage the abuse of sick leave and transform
a large number of expensive unscheduled absences
into a smaller number of less expensive scheduled
absences.

The second category, "nonpay awards and recogni-
tion" was cited by the study group as offering the
greatest return in terms of being bhoth relatively
inexpensive and a strong performance motivator. Fur-
thermore, it appears that these are implementable by
Muni now, in contrast to pay incentives. Although
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pay incentives were cited as effective (in Flint and
Houston), the increased data processing requirements
and complication of pay structures might make them
difficult for Muni to implement in the immediate
future. More important, San Francisco City Charter
laws prohibiting "give-away of city funds" would
constitute a greater barrier to pay incentives than
to nonpay incentives. Thus, pay incentives should be
considered only a longer term possibility. Although
the law may also apply to monetary nonpay awards
(i.e., cash prizes), the smaller magnitude and spe-
cial nature of these awards might make them easier
to structure to come within the law. Furthermore,
because the cost is relatively low, it may be prac-
tical to establish special funds, perhaps raised by
nontransit activities (advertising, business contri-
butions), that would not be subject to the restric-
tion. In the long run it may be advisable to seek
legal advice on how to remove the city restrictions.

In addition to these constraints, there was clear
sentiment expressed at the meeting by both manage-
ment and labor that nonpay awards, in particular
publicized recognition, would be stronger motivators
than pay incentives. This led the study group to
recommend that Muni give a higher priority to nonpay
incentives than to pay incentives for the immediate
future.

Two philosophies were identified in designing an
incentive and award system: awards can be large and
go to a few operators or awards can be smaller and
go to many operators. Rewarding a few results in
focused recognition; positive "examples" are cre-
ated. Spreading the rewards, however, spreads rec-
ognition and makes rewards more attainable; this
increased attainability is consistent with the phi-
losophy of setting achievable (not necessarily easy)
goals--success is a strong motivator.

The Metropolitan Transit Commission (MTC) of Min-
neapolis-St. Paul struck a compromise between these
two philosophies in designing its incentive system.
Using a two-tiered approach, several 1levels of
achievement with increasing rewards were estab-
lished. As many as 40 to 60 percent of operators
qualified for the first level; a much smaller per-
centage reached the highest level. This appears to
be a good compromise and is recommended to Muni. It
will enable Muni to recognize and give a "pat on the
back" to the large group of operators doing a good
job while further rewarding those doing a superla-
tive job. (Another aspect of the MTC system
recommended to Muni is that several aspects of
performance are considered so that each level of
achievement represents a complete performance
profile.)

Muni should also widen award distribution by giv-
ing them out separately for each division or mode
(i.e., instead of one driver of the month there
would be several from various divisions or modes.)
Alternatively, divisional awards can be given to
create positive competition among divisions and
esprit de corps within., This approach has been ap-
plied successfully in Houston.

There was considerable discussion at the study
group meeting about which incentives are the strong-
est motivators; the recommendation was that this
guestion be addressed to the employees themselves.
Accordingly, a survey of operators is being under-
taken. The study group stressed the importance of
follow-up and action based on the survey. Otherwise,
expectations might be raised but not realized, which
could adversely affect morale.

Another method for selecting the strongest moti-
vators is, where practical, to build some flexi-
bility in the award programs. For example, an oper-
ator might be offered a choice between a cash award
and some time off,
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Finally, in selecting operators for awards and
recognition, selection criteria should be made clear
to ensure credibility. These criteria should be tied
in to the performance measurement system. Additional
credibility can be achieved by involving operators
in the selection process (an approach used at MTC).

Discipline

Discipline works in concert with incentives and
awards to encourage good performance. Although it
can be considered a "negative incentive," if prop-
erly implemented, it is a positive force.

Two distinct philosophies of discipline were dis-
cussed at the meeting. One, the traditional
approach, views discipline as punishment for viola-
tion. The other approach, which has been success-
fully applied at Seattle Metro, is dubbed "positive
discipline" and views discipline as a means of
clearly articulating what is expected of the oper-
ator and obtaining the operator's commitment to
meeting the expectations. When these accepted expec-
tations are not met, discipline is applied progres-
sively (i.e., in accordance with severity and past
record) along with counseling to help the operator
make a commitment to and meet the expectations in
the future. Should the point of termination be ap-
proached, the operator is given a decision-making
leave-~time to decide whether to make a commitment
to meeting performance expectations or to accept

The study group recommended the positive disci-
pline approach. The success of such a system re-
quires trust between management and: labor; regular
conferences with division supervisors; and the ex-
istence of an established, working grievance proce-
dure. Muni generally possesses these prerequisites,
although a greater emphasis on conferences was rec-
ommended.

The key aspects of the recommended discipline
program include the following:

* Clear, understandable, agreed-upon rules,
This may involve management-labor discussion and
rule book revision. The current rule book, in place
for some time, was deemed by both labor and manage-
ment to be confusing and out-of-date. When rules are
clear, understood, and agreed-on, operator commit-
ment can be obtained.

* Fair, consistent application of specific dis-
cipline balanced by appropriate management discre-
tion. For discipline to be respected and upheld,
fairness, consistency, and specificity are essen-
tial. However, in order to {(a) allow managers to
manage, (b} accommodate special circumstances, and
(c) consider an individual's total record, a certain
amount of managerial judgment must exist. Such lee-
way can be built into the system and fairness and
consistency can be preserved, provided there is ex-
tensive training and review of supervisors charged
with administering discipline. (At MTC, a range of
discipline choices is built into the system and man-

* Discipline should be progressive. Discipline
for minor infractions should be keyed to the sever-
ity of the problem and the individual's past record
(over a rolling year period).

* An individual's overall performance should be
considered. This will prevent demotivation of good
operators who may have erred but whose past record
indicates acceptable or superior performance.

* Counseling at each stage of the disciplinary
process. The operator should be counseled about what
performance is required and how the requirement can
bhe met. This necessitates a management gtructure
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that allows managers administering discipline the
time, information, training, and incentive to con-
structively counsel operators. The study group rec-
ommends that the division supervisor conference
program now in effect at Muni devote mare time tao
conferences and improve the quality of the confer-
ences.

* Employee assistance program referrals. If, in
the disciplinary process, it becomes apparent that
there may be personal, stress, oOr substance abuse
problems, the individual should be referred to the
employee assistance program for appropriate counsel-
ing and rehabilitation. In the case of substance
abuse or other safety threatening conditions, it is
also necessary to take the operator out of service
(substance abuse is discussed further later in this

paper) .
To successfully implement the program described, it
is crucial that all managers involved in the disci-

plinary process receive proper training and that the
program be reviewed.

Appraisal and Communication

Performance appraisal and communication were identi-
fied as crucial elements of a performance standards
and motivation program., Using the information pro-
vided by performance measurement, the goals that
have been targeted, and the motivational tools of
incentive, award, and discipline, the manager should
communicate to the operator what is expected and
whether those expectations are being met and should
let the operator know how to progress toward them
when they are not met. The manager must also recog-
nize and reward superior performance. The operator,
in turn, needs to communicate an understanding of
expectations and a commitment to them. There must be
a channel open for the operator to communicate ques-
tions and problems.

To facilitate this two-way communication, all
operators should have conferences with their super-
visors on a regular basis. Muni already has a pro-
gram of conferences by division supervisors and
assistant division managers; the following para-
graphs outline guidelines for conducting and review-
ing conferences that may lead to improvements.

The supervisor must have the time, information,
training, and incentive to conduct a constructive
conference. Division managers should periodically
review the conferences. It should be made clear to
operators, in advance, that these conferences are
separate and distinct from the disciplinary process,
although disciplinary matters may be discussed. This
a priori understanding will allow better communica-
tion.

The time interval between such conferences should
be short enough for the conference to be remembered
and thereby have an effect on performance and mo-
rale, but 1t should be long enough so that supervi-
sors and operators are not overwhelmed by constant
conferences. A longer interval will allow supervi-
sors to expand the time spent with the operator and
dc the preparation needed to have a meaningful con-
ference. Six months was suggested by the study group
as a good interval. This represents an increase from
the 3-month interval previously in place at Muni.
More time for preparation should facilitate longer,
higher guality conferences. As of this writing, Muni
has already implemented the 6-month interval.

In addition to these formal conferences, other
channels of communication can be opened or strength-
ened:

* Company newsletter. The study group recom-

mends using a newsletter to acquaint operators and
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supervisors with each other, publicize performance
trends, recognize exceptional operators, and encour-
age "letters to the editor" to raise guestions,
identify problems, and suggest solutions. Both oper-
ators and supervisors should be involved in the
newsletter. [The Washington, D.C., Metropolitan Area
Transit Authority (WMATA) and Seattle Metro publish
newsletters and claim they are highly beneficial.]
As of this writing, Muni has implemented a news-
letter.

* Informal "rap sessions." Such sessions in-
volving operators and supervisors should be used to
discuss achievements, problems, and solutions.

* Joint labor-management board (JLMB). The JLMB
should be continued and its role strengthened as a
channel of communication and an avenue for operator
participation and job enrichment.

* Intermanager communication. Improved
cation within management, especially
first-line supervisors, will benefit
operator communication as well.

communi-
including
supervisor-

Aspects of Performance

The aspects of performance identified at the begin-
ning of this paper have been referred to implicitly
(and occasionally explicitly) in the preceding dis-
cussion of recommendations for an operator perfor-
mance evaluation program at Muni, This section
contains comments of specific pertinence to the in-
dividual aspects of performance.

Attendance and Punctuality

There are really two management goals with regard to
attendance. The first is to reduce overall absen-
teeism. The second goal is, for a given level of
absenteeism, to create incentives that will encour-
age the appropriate use of scheduled time off
(vacation, individual personal days) in lieu of
unscheduled absence (sick days) and lateness. This
facilitates planning, which helps maintain schedule
reliability and results in less expense than do
unscheduled absences.

To achieve these goals, data collection and
analysis should be undertaken so that understanding
of the causes of absenteeism can be improved. Re-
search at other properties and absenteeism records
will be helpful in this task. Management should
understand the different needs for different types
of time off and should examine how its policies
affect attendance and punctuality. Such policies
include

¢ Size of extraboard and extent of
overtime use,

* Limitations on vacation or personal days
(scheduled time off) that encourage sick leave abuse
(unscheduled time off),

®* Operator selection «criteria (Are
selected who can handle stress of the job?),

* Operator training and communication,

* Reduction of unnecessary stress, and

* Equipment availability to match operator com-
mitment.

resulting

operators

It is also necessary to educate operators and
supervisors about the relationship of attendance and
punctuality to service reliability. This will help
develop a commitment to good attendance and punctu-
ality.

Schedule Adherence

It is recognized that running ahead of schedule is
more within the control of the individual operator
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than is running late. It should therefore be the
primary focus in measuring individual operator per-
formance. Running late, however, should not be ig-
nored. The limited extent of driver control over
lateness should be explored, along with the full
range of causes, including equipment availability,
scheduling, traffic, weather and road conditions,
and load factors,

In measuring schedule adherence, it is important
that those performing the measurement be objective.
If, for example, street supervisors are charged with
gathering data on schedule adherence and those same
street supervisors are evaluated on the basis of
schedule adherence, there may be a problem with
objectivity.

Safety

Safety training and awareness should be emphasized.
In conjunction with efforts to set standards and
motivate safety, it is important to clearly deter-
mine what is and what is not an operator preventable
accident and to investigate each accident promptly
and thoroughly to establish cause.

The study group was made aware of a separate "Ac-
cident Peer Group Review" that addressed safety at
Muni. Its recommendations provide additional input
to the development of measures, targets, incentives,
discipline, and so forth.

Appearance and Courtesy

Instilling pride and a sense of commitment in gen-
eral should produce specific gains in this area.
Awards and recognition are particularly appropriate
to reward courteous service.

Involving operators in the design of uniforms was
recommended to encourage their subsequent use. (This
approach has been used in Seattle.) A process for
union input to the design of uniforms is already in
place at Muni.

Substance Abuse and Dealing with Stress

Although substance abuse is difficult to quantify,
it is an extremely important area because it di-
rectly affects safety. A strong, accessible, and
trusted employee assistance program (EAP) is a major
preventive asset. One approach to encouraging pre-
ventive use of the EAP before an accident occurs is
to offer the following (a version of which is in
place at WMATA):

* If an operator has a drug or alcohol problem
that affects the ability to drive safely, and so
notifies the supervisor, the operator will be put on
a noncritical job (e.g., cleaning) and sent to the
EAP, drug rehabilitation program, or other appropri-
ate source of help. After successful completion of
the prescribed program, the driver will be returned
to service with the understanding that recurrence of
the problem will necessitate dismissal. (Follow-up
counseling will be available, however, to help the
operator avoid recurrence.)

* If operators with drug or alcohol problems
fail to take advantage of this opportunity to seek
help, however, they are subject to normal disciplin-
ary procedure (i.e., termination of employment). (At
WMATA, every employee involved in an accident is
reguired to submit to a blood test Lo determine Lhe
presence of alcohol or drugs.)

In all cases the emphasis should be on getting
the unsafe driver off the road before an accident
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occurs. Correct the condition, if possible, but
first get the operator off the road.

The EAP can also provide assistance for other
stress-related problems (e.g., divorce, depression)
that may impair job performance; all Muni employees
should be encouraged to make use of this resource
before a stressful condition results in serious
deterioration of performance.

Observance of Rules, Operating

Directives

Procedures, and

This aspect of performance includes miscellaneous
yet important items, such as running with proper
signs, calling out a3tops, otopping at decignated
locations, responding to passenger inguiries, £fol-
lowing supervisor directives, and awareness of
notices, all of which affect the quality of service
and are performance indicators in themselves. Im-—
proved communication and appropriate use of disci-
plinary procedures should produce gains in this
area. Many of the aforementioned communications im-
provements, such as newsletters and more confer-
ences, can be used in efforts to increase observance
of rules. Specific incentives and awards may be
created to reward attention to these aspects of
quality of service.

The study group review process enabled Muni to bene-
fit from the experiences of other transit properties
in tackling the issues related to evaluating em-
ployee performance and motivating employees to im-
prove service. The study group initiated a mutually
beneficial exchange of ideas among representatives
of several properties, brought new ideas to Muni
staff at several levels, and fostered a dialogue be-~
tween union and management that will be beneficial
to the special demonstration project and to Muni em-
ployees. As a result, Muni was able to reevaluate a
numher of its nrograms and to plan enhancements for
both the short and the long term. The developments
at Muni in implementing these enhancements, as well
as the guidelines for employee performance evalu-
ation and motivation programs, should prove useful
to other transit properties.

EPILOGUE

As of this writing, Muni has implemented a number of
the recommendations of the study group. Current ac-
tivities include installation of an operator perfor-
mance monitoring system that has been developed for
use on a microcomputer using commercially available
data base management software, setting of perfor-
mance targets, review of attendence policies, ex-
panded recognition programs, revisions to the oper-
ator rule book, and analysis of street supervision
activities to desian an experiment for implementa-
tion in the coming vear.
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