
LEADING BY 
DEVELOPING PEOPLE

A leader is only as good as the people they lead. Developing your 
people is an important key to effective leadership. 

skillbrief
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Some managers neglect or 
downplay the importance of 
developing the capabilities of their 
direct reports. Either they don’t 
think of development as a core part 
of their job, or they ignore it when 
faced with the pressures of the day-
to-day. In either case, they miss the 
chance to capitalize on the wealth 
of talent at their disposal. 

People are any company’s key 
strategic asset, and it only follows 
that their development should 
be a leadership priority. A lack of 
further development may lead to 
boredom, a lack of motivation, and 
the yearning for more interesting, 
challenging work.

It’s a common fallacy that only 
underperforming employees need 
help developing. Don’t get caught 
up thinking your top performers 
don’t need any help. High 
performers are the people who 
are going to help shape the future 
success of the organization, and 
your development plans for them 
should not only consider where you 
want them to be, but also where 
they want to be, next year or five 
years from now.

RETHINKING AND 
PRIORITIZING 
DEVELOPMENT

DEVELOPING 
HIGH 
PERFORMERS

That it means costly and time-consuming training

That it’s only for underperforming employees

That the only time to think about it is during performance 
reviews

On-the-job development – A good deal of one’s 
development happens on the job and doesn’t need to be 
treated as separate or distinct from day-to-day duties.

Stretch assignments, periodic tasks, and mentoring 
– These all provide challenges and help your employees
gain broader experience. It’s not about piling on new
responsibilities; it’s about redesigning their job around the
margins and replacing some of their more basic, rote tasks
with higher-level ones.

Rotating jobs – Over time, people become so focused on 
their own unique tasks or specialized areas that they can 
lose sight of the bigger picture. Rotating jobs and tasks 
provides people with a wider range of skills and knowledge, 
and helps them better understand how their work helps to 
achieve organizational goals. 

Common myths about development

Building them up

There are different types of development opportunities to address 
different needs.
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No time is a better time than any other, 
and no time is too soon. Discussions 
about development don’t have to 
wait until a performance review. 
Development requires an ongoing 
dialogue and development ideas, 
concerns, and goals can be part of your 
regular check-ins. While no one will 
argue that looming deadlines aren’t an 
important priority or that they can be 
ignored, neither can leaders put off or 
defer developing their people.

It’s important to view development as 
a means of boosting team-based and 
overall organizational productivity. 

Employees with a wider, deeper 
knowledge and skills are stronger 
contributors. 

They improve your team’s performance 
in the short term and over the long 
haul. And development doesn’t have 
to derail timelines or schedules. 
Responsibilities can be rearranged and 
reassigned, making sure everything gets 
done, while at the same time, putting 
your people into new, interesting, and 
challenging roles.

TIMING 
DEVELOPMENT

One of the biggest challenges 
facing business leaders is how 
to develop their people when 
they’re spread out across different 
generations, with different outlooks 
on jobs and careers. Generational 
factors come into play in what 
motivates people on the job. 
And that, in turn, affects how you 
approach their development.

While it’s obviously a mistake to 
treat all members of a generation 
as interchangeable, there are some 
general characteristics that they 
tend to share.

MEETING THE 
CHALLENGES

Baby Boomers, now in their 50s and 60s, are generally motivated 
by upward mobility. They want to rise within the ranks, increasing 
their status and responsibilities. 

To develop them, provide them with opportunities for leadership, 
team achievement, and continuous learning.

Generation Xers – 1970s babies – generally want career 
opportunities, with a work-life balance, and alignment between their 
personal values and those of the company. 

To motivate them, provide opportunities for them to be self-reliant 
and independent within the framework of your team or organization.

Millennials generally come into the workplace looking for ways to 
develop their professional careers. They’re willing to go where they 
feel useful and are less likely to look for a long-term, professional 
home. 

Provide development that allows them to feel they are growing, 
professionally and personally. Give them opportunities that 
demonstrate they’re an important part of improving their team and 
the organization.

The group born in the 1980s are known as Generation Y. In 
general, they come into the workplace looking for ways to express 
their ideas and have their input taken seriously. 

To develop them, provide opportunities for personal expression, 
and get them involved in meaningful work early on. And let them 
speak their minds freely; they won’t always be right, but they will 
always be listened to.
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How you choose to develop an employee depends upon the level of their 
performance. Does their past work indicate they are ready for a challenge? Or does 
it suggest a more remedial and hands-on approach?

You can think of performance as a graded system. You have your A performers, 
your B performers, and your C performers. 

DETERMINING 
EMPLOYEES’ 
PERFORMANCE 
LEVEL

A performers

A performers are the top of the line. 
They’re the standard for exceptional 
performance. Ask yourself:

» Does this employee exceed
standards?

» Do they accept and act on feedback?

» Do they show leadership abilities and
potential?

» Are they becoming a key member of
the team?

Your job with A performers is to 
provide them with challenging 
assignments that provide them with 
opportunities to do what they love. 
You can customize these as you get to 
know their interests and goals.

B performers

B performers are solid team 
members who regularly meet 
expectations but may not often 
exceed them. Ask yourself:

» Does this employee generally deliver
solid, consistent results?

» Do they have any exceptional skills or
show a desire to specialize?

» Do they have the additional skills and
competencies needed to perform at a
higher level?

Generally, B performers need your 
help to create a map to their future 
success – setting growth goals and 
finding learning opportunities to 
further develop their skills.

C performers

C performers are employees who 
are delivering barely acceptable 
results. Again, ask yourself some 
questions:

» Does this employee routinely make
the same mistakes time and again?

» Do they require constant supervision
to produce?

» Do they take shortcuts and deliver
results more slowly, or of consistently
poor quality?

These employees provide a challenge 
to even the best leaders. Working with 
C performers requires first analyzing 
what their problems really are – skill 
or will. To determine that, you need to 
ask yourself some questions and use 
the answers to decide whether they 
suggest you develop or dismiss the 
employee.

A B C

Does the employee 
take responsibility, 
or shift blame for 
mistakes? 

Do they act on your 
feedback, or simply fall 
back into bad habits?

Are they thorough and 
making honest, good 
faith efforts, or do they 
take shortcuts and just 
try to get it done and 
get it over with? 

Do they show a desire 
to improve, or simply 
the desire to get 
through the day and go 
home?

If there is positive potential in the 
answers, you have something to work 
with and you can try to develop your 
C performer. Development of a C 
performer is structurally not much 
different than with As or Bs. You 
discuss their needs, performance 
gaps, and goals with them, working 
together to construct and implement 

a performance improvement plan. 
You then create a schedule to monitor 
their progress, with regular check-ins, 
adjusting as needed. Be honest about 
where and how they must improve.

However, if the answers to your 
questions are all negative, you have 
a different problem: you have an 

employee that may simply need to 
be dismissed. Unfortunately, that’s 
sometimes in the best interest of both 
the employee, who is sinking in the 
job role and career, and the company, 
that needs productive people who can 
produce results.

Determining a C performer’s problem
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Motivation plays a major role in 
developing your people. Whether 
it’s the promise of a larger paycheck 
or the satisfaction of meeting a 
new challenge, motivating your 
employees, and keeping them 
motivated, encourages professional 
growth and performance 
improvement. 

Motivation involves what you might 
think of as the three E words.

Developing performance improvement differs from career 
development. Of course, many aspects are the same, including 
motivation, setting goals, creating a development plan, and regular 
check-ins. Where they differ is in what those goals should be, and the 
actions for achieving them. 

Personal progress markers are like 
cities on the road map of development. 
They allow you, and your employee, to 
see their progress, hitting milestones 
and recognizing points where 
adjustments may need to be made to 
get them to their destination. 

As a manager, you have the 
responsibility of making sure that your 
people are making progress on their 
career paths. That progress is also good 
for you. Keeping them motivated lets 
them learn and grow, building a bond 
with you, the team, and the company.

MOTIVATION IN 
DEVELOPMENT

DEVELOPING 
PERFORMANCE

MAKING 
PROGRESS

The three Es of motivation

Engagement  
An engaged employee is a productive employee. 
Engagement allows people to find meaning and purpose 
in their work, to feel connected to the team and the 
organization.

Empowerment 
An empowered employee is one with a sense of 
importance. Give them the freedom to exercise their 
personal judgment and decision-making authority within 
well-defined bounds, and with your input and oversight.

Encouragement 
Employees who are encouraged by their supervisors are 
more likely to buy in to the value of development and be 
open to new assignments and challenges. An encouraged 
employee is one that is ready to work with you to create 
a plan that will merge your employee’s goals with the 
company’s. 



5 

COACHING AND 
MENTORING

FITTING PEOPLE 
TO JOBS

ASSESSING AND 
AGREEING

Coaching and mentoring are natural 
parts of any leader’s job, but during 
development, they take on an extra 
urgency and importance. Both involve 
making it clear that development tasks 
relate directly to your employee’s 
goals. It is important that employees 
accept and take ownership of their 
progress, or lack thereof. In some 
instances, you may want to dictate 
their course of action. 

But coaching and mentoring require 
being willing to let your people make 
their own decisions and then listen to 
their frustrations and insights when 
they occasionally stumble on their way 
to improvement.

Most jobs require a mix of hard skills, like technical experience and expertise, and 
soft skills, like diplomacy, tact, or negotiating ability. Very few people are going to 
walk through your door with both well-honed and practiced hard and soft skills. 
Most times, even a very good employee is going to require some developing to 
master both. But regardless, your people have to be able to perform their job 
duties to your expectations.

It can be difficult to confront 
performance issues, but it’s important 
to do so. Failing to intervene sends 
the tacit message that the poor 
performance, whatever its cause, is 
acceptable.

Developing people for performance 
improvement involves a number of 
steps. The first step is assessment and 
agreement. You must work with your 
direct report to make certain you are 
working on the right, specific goals and 
that they understand and agree to do 
what it takes to improve. 

Assessing their needs is a process 
of knowing what your expectations 
are and then seeing where they are 
falling short. These gaps are where 
they need development. Filling the 
gaps requires collaboration, reaching 
agreement on where they need to 
improve and the actions they can take 
to make it happen. Reaching agreement 
is often about getting your employee 
to understand how filling the gaps in 
their performance will enhance their 
performance.

Once you and your direct report reach 
agreement on the problem, you can 
then identify your goals and how to 
reach them. 

In all cases, guided practice and repetition, with regular check-ins, 
are a necessary part of development.

Getting them where they need to be

The methods and tools you use to help your report reach goals will 
vary depending on the performance issues.

Hard skill issues

Practical and online training 
programs and sessions 

Job rotation 

Challenging assignments 

Remedial action learning, like 
refresher courses

Being paired with a more 
experienced or skilled person  

Soft skill issues 

Mentoring 

Coaching 

Counseling

1 2
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Development is a learning process, and 
like any other, it has a learning curve. 
As a leader working to develop your 
people, you have to set and maintain 
high standards. Learning curve or not, 
your people must still produce. You are 
still responsible for getting work done, 
correctly and on time, meeting your 
company’s expectations.

High expectations come with the 
territory. You work to meet them every 
day, and so should your people. You 
must work with them to set challenging 
goals that align with the needs of 
the organization, your team, and the 
individuals themselves. You’ll also need 
to provide regular, timely, and balanced 
feedback. Critical feedback is essential 
to understanding and correcting 
mistakes, but positive feedback 
recognizes the progress they’re making.

Maintaining high standards during 
development means engaging in 
continuous learning – not only in 
formal settings, but also in informal 
ways. Share your experiences, 
approaches, and best practices with 
your team, and encourage them to 
share with each other. Not only does 
this keep the learning flowing, but it 
creates an atmosphere of ongoing 
learning and coaching.

Developing your people does not 
mean setting aside your standards and 
productivity levels. By taking the right 
actions, you can not only maintain high 
standards, you can, over the long haul, 
elevate them. 

SETTING AND MAINTAINING 
HIGH STANDARDS

Developing your people is a win-win-win situation 

Your employees get challenged and given the opportunity 
to enhance and advance their careers 

You get team members who are skilled, experienced, and 
well rounded 

Your organization gets a steady stream of people ready, 
willing, and able to step in, and step up, when and where 
they’re needed
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