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	No longer just an afterthought in a performance evaluation discussion, individual development planning is increasingly viewed by corporations as a strategic imperative. Development plans become strategic when they enable new or existing skills to be applied toward achievement of important corporate goals. What may seem to be an obviously appropriate development plan for a person may not be strategic at all if its execution doesn't affect the person's ability to deliver the results for which he or she is accountable. In addition to determining the relevance of what the development plan focuses on, you also need to consider why the plan is being proposed. Is its purpose to help the person "do better" (i.e., become more effective at fulfilling responsibilities of the current jobs), "use it" (i.e., make better use of a strength) or "get ready"(i.e., prepare for new responsibilities)? 
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You've been going over Joan's performance review with her and are about to close the discussion. You'll cap the conversation by expressing your appreciation for the work she has done and your confidence in her ability to continue contributing to the department's success. You'll stand and extend your hand for the handshake that signals the meeting's end. But just before the close... 

"Oh, by the way. Let's talk about a development plan. What would you like to work on this quarter? What area would you like to develop in?" 

Joan thinks for a moment. "I think I need to work on my presentation skills," she responds. "I haven't had any formal training and the presentations I was involved in last quarter... well, they weren't my shining moments, you might say." 

"Great idea. Why don't you sign up for one of those presentation seminars. Okay! You know I really appreciate the good work you've done..." You rise and extend your hand. 

Connecting to Strategy

If you've been in the workforce for two or three decades, this may be your fond recollection of development planning. It is the "old school" approach. In progressive organizations today, individual development planning looks a lot different. It is more formalized, more strategically linked, and more rigorously executed. 

Wait a minute! Individual development plans are strategic? How does that work? Companies are beginning to recognize that there is a cause-effect pathway between the collective development plans of its employees and its ability to effectively execute against its strategy. Think of it this way: Strategy defines what the company wants to achieve. To enable its effective pursuit, a company deconstructs its strategy into a network of aligned goals. Each goal is attached to a person who is held accountable for achieving it. Some people achieve their goals with aplomb while others struggle. What distinguishes one from the other are competencies -- that is, the knowledge, skills, and abilities the employees bring to their jobs. Development plans can help employees build competencies. 

Consider Joan's situation. Suppose Joan is not good at giving presentations and this affects her ability to communicate her projects' status and resource needs to executive management, which diminishes the impact of her project. As a result, she is not able to contribute as fully as anticipated to the higher-level goals that her project is intended to support. The end result is that the company's execution of its strategy is diminished. If this is the case, then Joan's development plan focusing on improving her presentation skills in fact has some degree of strategic relevance. 

Another way to look at it is to compare two companies. Company A does a good job of ensuring its employees have development plans that build the competencies that are instrumental in helping them achieve the goals most important to strategy execution. Company B has just as many development plans in place among its employees -- but the plans are not correlated with the competencies most needed to execute corporate strategy. 

Which company stands a better chance of succeeding? 

The discipline required to make development plans strategic is to identify, for each individual, what developmental focus will yield the biggest payoff. The focus for one person may be on making more effective presentations, as was the case with Joan. Other frequently encountered development needs include handling stress, making decisions in ambiguous situations, dealing with poor performers, resolving conflicts, negotiating favorable deals, seeing both sides of an issue, earning others' trust, keeping others informed, acting in a professional manner, showing consideration for others, thinking strategically, and so on. 

Development plans focusing on any one of these subjects could be very strategic to the business -- or not. Suppose a person works on a development plan that will make her more effective at resolving conflicts. If, as a result, she will be better able to achieve goals that ultimately contribute to corporate success, then the development is strategic. However, if her new conflict resolution skills will have no discernible effect on her ability to achieve her goals, the development plan is not strategic -- and should not have been formulated in the first place. 

What and Why

So, one conclusion that is safe to draw is that a development plan can be strategic if its execution enables a person to better achieve goals that are aligned to higher-level objectives. This is the "what" question: What competency is being focused on? Regardless of the skill to be developed, however, a development plan can serve different purposes. This raises the "why" question: What is the focus of the development plan? Or, for what purpose is the plan being formulated? At least three different purposes are usually recognized: 

1. "Do better" plans focus on helping people become more effective at fulfilling the responsibilities of their current jobs. If you have difficulty achieving certain goals, take a look at the competencies required for your job. Which competency, if you could become more effective at it, would enable you to better achieve those goals? This approach to development planning is about shoring up deficiencies, about bringing underperformers up to standard. If you're a lousy presenter and you need to be good at it to contribute what is expected of you in your position, then you need a "do better" plan. Many companies use the term "performance improvement plan" to describe this approach to development planning.

2. "Use it" plans center on making better use of a strength. This approach is about making better use of competencies that you already have. If you are a very capable project planner, but have not had the opportunity to take on project planning responsibilities in your job, consider what opportunities you can seize to do some project planning. If the team or department in which you work would benefit from making greater use of your underused strength, then a "use it" plan is the right approach. One effect of "use it" plans is to increase the challenge in the current job.

3. "Get ready" plans have to do with preparing for new responsibilities. If you are a very capable performer in your current position and wish to get promoted or take on greater responsibilities, determine what competencies would be most helpful in handling these new responsibilities. It may be, for example, adopting a strategic perspective, understanding corporate finance, or exercising influence without authority. The "get ready" plan often involves a special assignment so that you can actually experience the situations in which the new competency is required. This approach is usually tied in with a corporation's career planning process. 

So, instead of "What would you like to work on?" as the pivotal question in development planning, it's actually a bit more complex. It's more like, "What competencies do you need to get better at (or use more fully, or prepare to use) that will contribute to the achievement of strategic goals?" 

