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Practice Makes Process
Have you ever addressed a challenge in your personal life and found yourself using tools and
techniques drawn from your professional knowledge? Many of us, consciously or not, bring our work
experiences home with us and put them to work solving non-business issues. These proficiencies
reinforce our knowledge and deepen our skills while helping us address personal problems and
opportunities.
Our colleague, Sheila Wilkins of the Wilkins Group, is an accomplished musician and Performance
Architect. She performs as a business consultant, piano teacher, and pianist. Performance is defined
as “the execution of an action, something accomplished,” and Sheila executes in all her performer
roles.

The Performer’s Challenge
Sheila and a violinist colleague set a goal to perform all ten of Beethoven’s sonatas for piano and
violin. They were preparing to complete this goal with a performance of the final Sonata #10 in G
Major, in which Beethoven, who wrote for the piano, made it the prominent instrument. Early in their
preparations, Sheila injured the fourth finger of her left hand and found that her practice schedule and
the intensity of the Sonata were causing her considerable pain and fatigue. She automatically drew on
her knowledge of performance improvement in the workplace to analyze her situation. Her goal was to
develop a workable solution that would enable her to practice and perform the Sonata to her usual
standard of excellence.
This problem presented itself at the Worker/Individual level but originated at the Work/Process level
because the fingering patterns for the Sonata were established by the composition and required the
pianist to follow them to play the piece as Beethoven intended.

The Performance Analysis
Sheila determined to conduct a two-part analysis. The first part would be the process that she always
uses to prepare a piece for performance – the Existing Process.
Existing Process Analysis
When preparing a piece for performance, Sheila’s purpose is to understand the intricacies of the
composition. Then she can create a practice schedule that will enable her to perfect the piece and
perform to her own very high standards. The process:
• Work alone to overview the entire piece
• Analyze each movement
o For structure and musical themes
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o To determine what needs to be prominent from the piano
Build a practice schedule
o Chunk each movement into sections to practice for a specified duration
o Create a weekly practice schedule

To this Existing Process Analysis, Sheila added a second analysis focused on the impact her injured
finger would have on her practice regimen and on her live performance of the Sonata. Her findings:
• Approximately 50% of the Sonata required the use of the injured finger, mostly in the first and
last movements
• The last movement was particularly fast and intense
• Omitting the injured hand and just playing with the other would not give the Sonata its artistic
due
Analysis Tools
While we knew Sheila was preparing the Sonata for performance and that her injured finger created
obstacles, we gathered the specifics of this project in conversations with Sheila after her performance.
To reconstruct Sheila’s efforts as we relate them here, we also built a two-part analysis consisting of
an established analysis tool and a list of data gathering questions.
Human Performance System Analysis and Improvement Guide
The HPS Guide is the worksheet that accompanies Geary Rummler’s Human Performance System
model. We used it to gather general information from Sheila about her experience, essentially asking
the questions that she asked herself after her injury. We identified, as Sheila did, task interference
from pain, in question B2 as the critical issue she faced. Question F1 confirmed pain as an
Improvement Action to be addressed. (Addison, Haig, Kearny, p. 28 – 29)
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Our questions
We added these specific questions to expand what we learned from the HPS, further reflecting the
information Sheila looked for as she completed her analysis:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

What percentage of the Sonata requires the use of your injured finger?
What is your normal process for practicing a piece in preparation for a performance?
How did you analyze your situation to determine how to compensate for your injury?
How did you modify your process? Frequency, duration, sequence?
How long did it take you to become comfortable with the modified fingering?
What was the effect of the modified fingering on your non-injured hand?
What other implementation challenges did you encounter?
What other differences in your performance did you discover after you adopted the modified
fingering?
How was your performance?
What other applications are there for modifying fingering for the piano?
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The Solution
Sheila’s solution was to adjust the fingering pattern to reduce the pain and strain on the injured finger
and then establish a practice schedule that would produce a live performance at her usual high
standard of excellence.
Sheila experimented with different fingering to reduce pain in her finger. Then she:
• Wrote up a fingering chart that was awkward but could be followed
• Practiced more frequently but for shorter periods
• Practiced for additional time with the afflicted hand until she mastered the new fingering
Finding the Best Solution
This is a useful example of how performance improvement solutions are developed. For most projects,
regardless of the organizational level of origin (Worker, Work, Workplace, World) there are often
several possible solutions or even a need for a cascade of solutions, each dependent upon the other.
In Sheila’s project, the solution was to change the fingering, and that required the three separate subsolutions listed above.

Implementation
Adjusting to the new fingering took some time. Sheila said the Sonata sounded all right when she
played, but it was not as polished as the correct fingering would have been, and she never got to like
it.
Systemic Surprises
As in most performance improvement solution implementations, there were some surprises for Sheila.
“My right hand doesn’t know what my left is doing,” she told us as she began to practice the new
fingering pattern. When she practiced with her left hand alone, she played well, but when she added
the right hand, it threw everything off. Sheila likened it to being a child again and learning to play piano
with both hands together. If you have studied piano, you know that children are taught to play with just
one hand at first. Putting both hands together is a new skill that requires much more practice to get
them to work in harmony.
Sheila’s inner Performance Architect surfaced when she realized that two hands playing piano
together constitute a system. And, as we frequently discuss in this column, altering any part of a
system, in this case the fingering for one hand, affects the whole system. Think about instituting a
process change in your organization and recall what other processes, perhaps in related functions,
were affected.
Not surprisingly, the new fingering also affected other parts of the system: Sheila became fatigued
more easily. The new fingering required intense concentration and that built tension in both hands and
in her whole body. Those shorter practice periods became important to Sheila’s overall well being.
And finally, another issue surfaced: self-confidence. Sheila is a life-long musician, immersed in her art
from an early age. She is accustomed to being able to play pieces in her head, rather like a secondary
form of practice. She found that with the new fingering, this valuable skill deserted her.
Possible Pitfalls
Knowing where implementation pitfalls typically lie helps Performance Architects recognize them
should they appear. Generally, adjustments are needed to other parts of the system in which the
implementation takes place. Over the years, Roger has compiled a list of reasons for implementation
derailment or failure. Below is a sampling. What can you add to this list from your experience?
• No sense of urgency
• Divided attention
• Insufficient communication
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Too few quick wins
Disconnect between vision and action
Shift in the environment
Interference from other initiatives
Murky roles, responsibilities, accountability, process measures

Results: The Performance
So, we hear you ask, how did the live performance go? Sheila reports that she delivered a solid
performance, despite feeling more on edge than usual. The audience, largely musicians themselves,
loved it.

Evaluation
As a skilled Performance Architect and musician, Sheila evaluated her practice progress daily as she
worked to make the Sonata performance-ready. After the live performance, she asked herself three
critical questions:
• Did the performance meet her standards for musicianship?
• How effective was the combination of her piano work and her colleague’s on the violin?
• What was the audience reaction?
With positive responses to these questions, Sheila told us that in her estimation she had met her goals
and delivered a strong musical performance.
RSVP
Performance improvement professionals adhere to four principles in our work, often expressed as
RSVP. We begin with the end in mind with a focus on Results. We take a System viewpoint as we
consider all aspects of the organization’s performance system as we analyze the situation. We add
Value by producing results that make a difference to our clients, and we establish Partnerships with
our clients and their stakeholders to produce the intended results. (Addison, Haig, Kearny p. 5)
As we usually do, we added the RSVP standards to the post-performance evaluation as a doublecheck for Sheila’s evaluation:

Results
System Viewpoint
Value added
Partnering

Present Beethoven’s 10th Sonata for piano and violin to established
performance standards
Within the system that is a musical performance, establish and follow a
systematic practice process
Personal satisfaction of a performance skillfully delivered adds value for
the performers and the audience
Piano and violin are performance partners that affect the quality of the
final musical results and the audience’s appreciation

Conclusion
Sheila’s performance improvement process for delivering a quality piano performance demonstrates
the systematic approach Performance Architects in a range of disciplines use in their work with clients:
• Start with the results in mind – a skillful performance of Beethoven’s 10th Sonata for piano and
violin
• Analyze the performance issue or opportunity – determine the purpose and theme of the
Sonata, and factor in the physical limitations of an injured finger
• Develop a solution - Devise an appropriate practice regimen to produce the desired result, and
modify the fingering for the piece to address the injury
• Implement the solution – Follow the practice schedule and make adjustments as changes to
the two-handed system became visible
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Evaluate the results – Ask critical questions and include a check of the RSVP standards to
ensure that performance standards were realized
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BPTrends Linkedin Discussion Group
We created a BPTrends Discussion Group on Linkedin to allow our members, readers and friends to
freely exchange ideas on a wide variety of BPM related topics. We encourage you to initiate a new
discussion on this publication, or on other BPM related topics of interest to you, or to contribute to
existing discussions. Go to Linkedin and join the BPTrends Discussion Group.
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