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For several years now customer 
expectations have experienced 
a significant shift. Customers 
are looking for people in 
businesses to be autonomous, 
to make decisions and deliver 
to the customer the product or 
discount they need. Customers 
are savvier. They shop around 
online and know that if you can’t 
give them what they want, they 
can easily find another company 
who can. 

Major players across the service 
industries have hundreds of 
agents working in dedicated 
retention departments and 
they invest heavily in product, 
training, marketing and 
infrastructure to keep the 
customers they already have. 

This investment often creates 
“super agents” highly skilled 
operative’s, experts in retaining 
customers. They are often your 
succession planning for your 
management population.

Great agent, great 
manager?
Nothing can be more frustrating 
to an employee than a manager/

leader who hasn’t a clue how 
to deal with people, and even 
experienced managers make 
mistakes.

• Why are management skills 
so important? 

• Why don’t managers know 
how to manage? 

• How can personal 
development help?

Managers have the most 
significant impact on employee 
retention and customer 
satisfaction. By setting clear 
expectations, breaking down 
barriers, recognising a job well 
done, and encouraging personal 
development, managers create 
satisfied employees. Satisfied 
employees create satisfied 
customers. That’s why your 
leaders are so essential. 

Your leaders are in the middle 
of your organisation. They 
impact it in all directions – up, 
down, and sideways. Skilled, 
competent, developed leaders 
reinforce new learning and help 
the organisation make critical 
changes so that it can not only 
stay viable but thrive. 
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Coaching and guidance by the line manager is a 
fundamental learning activity. It’s worth noting that a 
recent CIPD surveyi found that only 21% of employees 
had received one-to-one coaching from their line 
manager in the previous year. This is an alarmingly 
low statistic given its importance. The survey further 
suggests that part of the answer may lie in a lack of 
training for line managers themselves. Eighty per cent of 
respondents report that only a minority, or none, of their 
line managers receive training to coach.

Management skill is not simply common sense, and 
it is not innate. It is learned behavior and knowledge. 
When looking to promote someone to manager, it is 
natural to consider people who are excellent individual 
contributors with outstanding technical skills. Frequently 
the skill set and motivation needed to excel in managing/
leading people is different from what’s needed to 
actually do the work.

For example, a good salesperson is likely to be skilled at 
prospecting customers, selling the company’s products, 
and gaining new clients. He or she is usually motivated 
by competition, winning, being rewarded and striving 
for individual excellence. Sales managers, on the other 
hand, need to help salespeople set goals, monitor 
performance, provide feedback on what’s going well and 
coach others to improve their skills in the right areas. 
They also need to understand the company objectives 
and how they and their teams contribute to them.

Many top salespeople don’t initially enjoy or know how 
to manage people; they are more comfortable selling 
products than coaching people in how to sell. Often, they 
find it difficult to comprehend why others can’t just do 
the things that have made them so successful. This same 
situation can happen with people who excel at working 
with computers and solving technical problems. They enjoy 
working with computers and may not be as comfortable in 
dealing with people problems. This discomfort can cause 
new managers to avoid communicating with their staff.

Often people who are technical experts experience 
frustration with new workers who are not as skilled as 
they were. New managers forget what it was like not to 
know something. They may assume that others are familiar 
with company processes. It can be especially daunting for 
people who change industries to be overwhelmed with 
new jargon and unfamiliar terms. It can seem like people 
are speaking a foreign language. As new workers struggle 
to perform well, managers may be tempted to take over 
their work and do it themselves since it’s so much faster 
and easier than coaching another person. This not only 
lowers morale and productivity, but it prevents the new 
person from developing the skills needed to succeed.

Even when managers do try to enable new employees, 
they may not do it well. They may assume that all people 
learn the way that they did or that demonstration is the 
best way to train others.

Why don’t 
managers know 
how to manage?



How does training help 
improve performance of 
managers? 
Firstly, not everyone fits in the 
same box. Everyone will be at 
their own individual stage of 
development. 

Development is a personal journey.

Companies often understand the 
competence and development 
needs of their customer facing 
employees. These individuals 
join the company with weeks of 
support around product and skills. 
They are set clear guidelines to 
reach at defined points of their 
development and they understand 
what they need to do and when 
they have done it.

Managers on the other hand rarely 
have a clear baseline competence. 
1-2-1s often skip the basics of the 
role, discussion around supervisory 
skills and the art of leadership are 

skirted in favour of number chasing 
and results talk. 

Will you ever consistently hit the 
numbers without talking about 
“doing the right thing?”

First line managers need clear 
objectives. They need time and 
support to hone not just their 
coaching but also performance 
management. They need to 
understand how they link company 
objectives and values to their 
coaching and how what they 
do impacts on customers, staff 
engagement and the business?

It’s worth remembering your 
managers today could and should 
be your leaders of tomorrow. 
If your company is recruiting 
externally rather than developing 
your own you have to ask yourself. 
WHY?

Learning and the line is a CIPD 
reportii based on research 
undertaken in six organisations and 

looks at the role of line managers 
in aspects of people management 
and investigates managers’ roles 
in influencing activities concerned 
with the training, learning and 
development of their staff, and 
themselves.

In highlighting the Supportive 
conditions necessary for effective 
line management involvement in 
learning and development

The report raises the question of 
what leads busy line managers 
to devote time to development 
activities for their staff, and 
themselves, and to develop the 
skills to do this well.

Looking across each of the 
organisations they studied, five 
interrelated activities emerge: 

• a focus on key staff 

•  building a language of learning 
and development 
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•  creating a culture of 
performance where learning and 
development is highly valued 

•  designing effective performance 
management systems 

•  developing line managers 
themselves as a distinctive 
occupational group

A focus on key staff 
Organisation-specific skill can, by 
definition, never be bought in but 
needs to be built. Skill is a relative 
term. For example, customer-
serving staff in a call centre are not 
highly skilled in the same sense as 
an engineer designing a car, but the 
need for effective customer-facing 
staff in that call centre is critical. 
Product knowledge is important 
alongside behavioural skills in 
dealing with customers. 

Inevitably organisations tend 
to place more emphasis on the 
learning and development of 
‘critical’ staff, even where there’s a 
policy of equality of opportunity in 
relation to access to learning and 
development. There’s an obvious 
logic to this, the supply of “skilled” 
labour in critical areas is tight 
across all industries, and the cost 
of developing a fully competent 
member of staff is both expensive 
and time-consuming. The cost of 
staff turnover is also high and in 
knowledge-intensive work, the gap 
between a high and low performer 
is much greater than in other jobs. 
This focus on critical skills is not 
necessarily a feature of HR strategy. 
It comes from line managers 
themselves to recognise the 
differential importance of learning 
and development. Studies have 
shown support area managers, like 
admin, are less likely to recognise 
the importance of learning and 
development compared with those 
in key skill functions. 

Building a language 
of learning and 
development. 

If line managers are central to 
the provision of learning and 
development, how does this 
behaviour become embedded? 

A common language is essential for 
shared understanding. This can be 
driven by a top down approach with 
L&D/HR creating and training clear 
structures defining the relationships 
between business objectives, 
performance management and 
personal development. These 
processes should allow managers at 
all levels the autonomy to support 
individuals to take responsibility for 
their own development through 
skilled facilitation.

Creating a supportive 
organisational culture 
For many years studies have 
shown that beyond the adoption 
of progressive HR practices and 
effective line managers, the most 
successful organisations have been 
able, over time, to create a strong, 
positive organisational culture.

Within this culture people strategy is 
‘build over buy’, placing a priority on 
creating a ‘diverse and experienced 
“home-grown” talent’. This is a 
critical requirement in the highly 

competitive labour market where 
we are all searching for the same 
talent. This people strategy, strongly 
linked to business goals, sees 
learning and development as a key 
activity. A reputation for effective 
career development strongly aids 
recruitment and succession planning 
helping keep talented staff in the 
business.

Development at all levels (appraisals, 
1-2-1s, PDPs and coaching) should 
be based around behaviours. These 
behaviours need to clearly link to 
the values of the organisation.

It’s hard to see how meaningful 
learning and development can be 
accomplished without a value being 
placed on it, emanating from deep-
seated efforts at culture change. HR 
practices both reflect and reinforce 
such culture management activities. 

The way people are supported and 
encouraged to learn can be key to 
embedding a learning culture. 

An effective and widely 
used performance 
management system
A common feature of the way line 
managers manage learning and 
developing in organisations is the 
performance management system. 
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This has developed over the 
past two decades as a strategic, 
integrated process which 
incorporates goal-setting, 
performance appraisal and 
development into a framework 
aimed at aligning individual 
performance goals with the 
organisation’s wider objectives.

Consequently, it is concerned with:

• how people work

• how they are managed and 
developed to improve their 
performance, and ultimately

• how to maximise their 
contribution to the organisation.

It is underpinned by the notion that 
sustained organisational success will 
be achieved through a strategic and 
integrated approach to improving 
the performance and developing 
the capabilities of individuals and 

wider teams. Although competitive 
pressures have been the driving 
force in the increased interest 
in performance management, 
organisations have also used these 
processes to support or drive 
culture change and to shift the 
emphasis to individual performance 
and self-development.

There are a number of principles 
underpinning the structure:

• It is a strategic process in that 
it is aligned to the business 
objectives and long-term 
direction.

• It is integrative in nature, not 
only aligning organisational 
objectives with individual 
objectives but also linking 
together different aspects of HR 
management such as personal 
development, employee 
reward and organisational 

development, into a 
structured approach to people 
management and development.

• It is concerned with 
performance enhancement 
in order to achieve both 
individual and organisational 
effectiveness. Performance 
enhancement is underpinned 
by two further principles: the 
ideas that employee effort 
should be goal-directed and 
that performance improvement 
must be supported by the 
development of employees’ 
capability.

• It relates to communication 
and understanding and 
the fact that performance 
management is based on 
an agreement between a 
manager and an individual, a 
shared understanding of and 
continuing dialogue about 



an individual’s goals and the 
standards expected and the 
competencies needed, together 
with an appreciation of the 
organisation’s wider mission, 
values and objectives.

• This is linked to a final point 
about the process, which is 
that performance management 
unlike performance appraisal 
– is owned and driven by line 
management rather than by 
the HR function.

Developing line managers 
Many organisations place 
great emphasis on providing 
development courses as a means 
of equipping managers with 
the necessary skills to deliver 
their people management roles, 
including their learning and 
development activities. However, 
organisations must acknowledge 

that management development 
programmes on their own are 
insufficient. Additional support 
mechanisms are required from the 
HR function but more importantly 
the support and active commitment 
through the leadership and example 
set by management population at 
all levels. It is frequently observed 
that middle and front-line managers 
undertake often complex roles 
with performance being crucial 
for their own job security and 
career prospects. It’s hard for 
line managers to be committed 
to the learning and development 
of their reports if their boss isn’t, 
and if strong conflicting messages 
come from senior management 
concerning the priority of immediate 
performance targets forcing knee 
jerk reactions on the “shop floor”. 
This goes back to the points made 
earlier about an embedded culture 
of learning, managers have to 

have the confidence to follow the 
plan through and see the “bigger 
picture.”

Other HR support 
Apart from providing training for 
line managers, there are other 
ways in which the HR/learning and 
development function can provide 
support. Where coaching is seen as 
a key activity for line managers, in 
some organisations, the personnel 
function is introducing and training 
a structured approach to coaching 
to improve standards and ensure 
consistency. Going forward this 
includes observations around 
that structure that demonstrate 
competence and aid development 
in those skills.  Some organisations 
are experimenting with 360-degree 
feedback as a means of assessing 
line management effectiveness.





If your company is 
recruiting externally 
rather than 
developing your 
own you have to ask 
yourself. Why?”

“

Where do we go from 
here?
Be clear on organisational direction 
and values.

Everyone in your business should 
understand their role in achieving 
your organisational objectives. 
Managers need to make it clear to 
their teams how individual outputs 
contribute to these objectives and 
how they relate to the business 
values. This allows for clear 
discussion through appraisal on 

how individuals at all levels are 
peforming versus these objectives 
and in turn how and what those 
individuals are contributing.

Help your managers know where 
they are.

Personal development of managers 
is key. Managers must understand 
where they are in their develop-
ment journey but more importantly 
their managers must know as well. 
Whilst development should be a 

personal repsonsibilty, businesses 
have to understand that both suc-
cession planning and staff engage-
ment are significant contributors. 

A good starting point is to ask what 
are the expected competencies 
of your managers? How do you 
measure those competencies? 
How many of your managers would 
meet those competencies if they 
were measured?

i.  CIPD (2008) Who Learns at Work?
ii. CIPD (2008) From Learning and the line, The role of line 
managers in training, learning and development.



Parity Professionals work closely with our clients to source and develop talent, building capacity and capability in 
order to transform individual and organisational performance. We pride ourselves in doing things differently, and 
are fully committed to providing you with the best service possible.

Contact Details
t:   0208 171 1592
e:  contact@parity.net
w: www.parityprofessionals.co.uk

Parity Professionals work closely with our clients developing 
exceptional talent, building individuals capacity and 
capabilty to transform organisational performance.

Whether you are looking for support in:
• Building the effectiveness and efficiencies of your 

leadership team.
• Developing baseline competencies or
• Creating individual development plans for managers 

through workshops covering performance management, 
leadership skills and supported by team and individual 
coaching sessions.

Parity Professionals are the people that can help. We have 
the passion and experience to make a real difference.


