
 
 

Employee Development 
A Mixed Blessing For Managers? 

 

Helen Kelly  

At the November 2009 AALAS meeting in Denver, USA, a 
European lab technician told me of his decision to pursue a 
Bachelor’s degree. Not that he really wants to at this time, he 
said; he has a wife and three children, is certified via a rigorous 
three-year research programme with an internship in lab animal 
science, enjoys senior status, and plans to continue as a lab 
technician after receiving his degree.  

But, he says, management and investigators don’t include him in 
research design or operations planning, and he feels that without 
his considerable hands on experiences, everyone misses out: he 
misses the chance to work at the highest level of his capability, 
and the senior team miss the chance to avoid glitches he might 
see. He imagines that a degree will be his visitor’s pass—the 
chance to demonstrate his worth at a strategic level. 

His situation is not unique, in that many people feel constrained 
by job descriptions, though it is unusual in one respect: this 
technician aims to broaden and deepen the nature of his 
contribution, irrespective of the roles and responsibilities he is 
assigned. 

The technician added that discovering talent instead of keeping 
people to strict roles and responsibilities would probably reduce 
turnover, and, in principle, I agree though realise it is a mixed 
blessing. For managers it is both a very interesting and very time-
consuming experiment, and despite commercial purveyors of 
generic talent management software systems, there are few 
models that transfer from one industry to another.  

So the senior manager must first create a structured approach 
within which employees are able to discover—and test—
perceived interests and talents, and second, decide how to 
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harness and manage the talents that surface. Note too that 
boundaries may soften, requiring high levels of managerial skill 
and tact. 

However, two factors make employee development worth 
considering. Designing the process engages, exercises, and 
develops a manager’s own talents and skills; it can be interesting, 
challenging, and fun. And, a talented individual’s insight, 
intuition—and most importantly, ideas for improvement and 
innovation—may never come to light if the culture tacitly or 
explicitly limits discussions about overall strategy, operations 
planning, and research design to management, PhD staff, and 
investigators. 

If you are interested in creating opportunities for employees to 
discover interests and talents—or to deepen ability within current 
positions—here are some simple methods. The plan for using 
what you find will most certainly be an interesting, perhaps 
exciting, and creative endeavour. 

BE INTERESTED IN WHAT EMPLOYEES ARE DOING  
Make time to talk with employees informally about what they’re 
doing and what they’re thinking—and listen with genuine 
interest. 

SET THE CULTURE FOR TWO-WAY PERFORMANCE REVIEWS 
Each party in a performance review—employee and supervisor or 
manager—aims to learn about her or his performance. This 
encourages everyone to speak respectfully yet openly and sets 
the climate for ongoing development. 

DEVELOP A JPR FOR EACH EMPLOYEE 

Don’t write just a job description; create a Job Planning and 
Review for each person. 

J – Job duties and responsibilities set out in performance terms—
articulating clearly the part this job plays in accomplishing the 
organisation’s goals. It is essential to confirm that the employee 
understands her or his part in the system. Seeing the big picture 
helps an employee see beyond day to day frustrations and feel 
both a sense of purpose and a sense of belonging. 



P – A plan for employee development that comprises areas of 
interest to the employee and areas of need by the organisation. 

R – Review of both accomplishment of job duties/ responsibilities 
and success/satisfaction with development progress. 

PROVIDE TRAINING THAT NURTURES ABILITY WITH TOOLS, 
LANGUAGE, AND PROBLEM SOLVING 

Training in these areas helps employees discover interests, skills, 
and talents. 

Documenting Events 

This work strengthens observation skills and ability to become 
increasingly precise in detailing a workplace event. 

Project Planning 

Learning to plan a project or process reveals a person’s readiness 
to picture the whole and how the parts interact— and also the 
individual’s ability to make realistic plans for achieving goals, 
among other things. 

Influencing Skill 

Training here comprises assessing self-interest from many 
perspectives, evaluating the Emotional Intelligence of themselves 
and others, and learning the difference between selling and 
marketing a point of view. 

Problem Solving 

It is important that the problems set out for trainees to solve are 
specific to the organisation rather than taken from a generic 
source. It is useful if the problems are live; that is, the problems 
are current issues that have not yet been resolved. 

PREPARE EMPLOYEES TO MAKE DECISIONS AND THEN DELEGATE 
PEER REVIEW 

While it is traditional for supervisors and managers to make 
decisions, employee development is faster and more effective 



when employees themselves are prepared to make provisional 
decisions that their peers review. This is a powerful tool for 
managers who are interested in developing as a coach and 
mentor. 
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