Managing the Performance of Your Workgroup

Development of human capital is crucial to ensuring that the Navy reaches its strategic goals. As a leader, and supervisor of Sailors, you have been entrusted with the responsibility for making sure this happens. The Navy’s workforce is composed of a rich diversity of individuals, with a broad range of differences among people in terms of age, gender, race, cultural heritage, lifestyles, education, physical ability, etc. This broad diversity creates both opportunity and challenge for supervisors, and means viewing differences as assets rather than liabilities. 

The ability to successfully manage a diverse workforce includes the recognition of the presence within the Navy of individuals and groups of individuals with a diverse range of backgrounds and experiences. It is also important to remember that what holds the organization together is a shared set of values, norms, and beliefs that surround a shared mission. 

One of your primary roles will be to act as a coach and mentor for your direct reports. Such a role requires you to provide the environment, tools, knowledge, opportunities, support, and motivation to help your Sailors gain relevant skills, and perform better on-the-job. It is also important to keep in mind that coaching is for everyone, not just for poor performers. While addressing ineffective behaviors is an essential part of a supervisor’s job, coaching is also guiding staff to improve existing skills or develop new ones. 

As a coach, you should take advantage of coaching opportunities as they arise everyday. Then, it simply becomes part of your normal interactions with your Sailors. So, it should really be an integral part of your duties as a supervisor – not something you consider a separate responsibility. Your main job as coach is to do whatever it takes to help your direct reports to perform at increasingly higher levels of proficiency in their jobs.

Your Role as a Coach and Mentor

As a coach and mentor for a diverse workforce you assume a number of roles and responsibilities. First, you provide your direct reports with feedback about their performance. And, of course, this should happen throughout the performance cycle, not just once a year.

In addition to providing feedback, you are also responsible for creating situations, and providing opportunities and resources for your people to develop their skills. You want to challenge your direct reports to take appropriate risks and set goals for them that let them stretch themselves and develop. This also means that you must be ready to encourage them when they have setbacks or are faced with barriers. Part of your job as coach is to keep them motivated.

You also want to help people learn for themselves, so it is important that you talk with them regularly (and often informally) to make sure they are getting everything they can out of their experiences. Doing so will help you make sure they are picking up on the important aspects of their work experiences.


Five Strategies for Providing Effective Coaching and Mentoring for a Diverse Workforce

Being an effective coach and mentor to your troops can be a very rewarding part of your job, but it does require continual effort on your part. What follows are some tips on effective coaching; some strategies you can use to become a better coach and mentor. These strategies include:

Strategy One:  Establish a Foundation of Trust through Learning and Understanding.

Strategy Two:  Involve Direct Reports in Learning Activities to Acquire or Improve Capabilities.

Strategy Three:  Motivate Direct Reports to Recognize and Address Development Needs. 

Strategy Four:  Provide the Tools, Resources, and Processes that Support Development.

Strategy Five: Encourage Continued Pursuit of Development Goals.

Strategy One:  Establish a Foundation of Trust through Learning and Understanding. Building a relationship with your people is an important component of the coaching/mentoring process. A bond must be established with your direct reports if you hope to be effective. They have to believe that you are looking out for their best interests and will help and guide them through development. Without such trust, it is unlikely that your direct reports will stretch themselves. It is important for them to believe that you are supporting them. 

For example, picture the following scenario:
Chief Jones has recently arrived at her new change of duty station, with supervisory responsibility over a diverse 10-person group of Sailors. Even though the group’s workload is relatively heavy, Chief Jones decides that it is important to set aside several hours with each of her direct reports to learn more about their backgrounds, career aspirations, and to share information with them about her own background and career. As a result, she not only began to develop rapport and establish trust with each member of her team, but the knowledge gained also allowed Jones to do a better job of assigning work tasks.  

Building a relationship in a coaching context is much like building a relationship in any other context. It rests on gaining an understanding of the other person. Some managers assume that being different is a deficit, and may display their discomfort and judgmental attitude by their actions and body language. Others may operate as if differences in race, gender, background, and ways of working do not exist among their employees, treating them all exactly the same. An effective manager, however, recognizes the value of having a diverse team by maximizing the full potential of all employees and building on complementary skills, backgrounds, and cultural differences.

In a coaching or mentoring relationship, it is also important that you gain a sense of what the other person is like around issues of development. Do they have concerns about coaching and development? Where do they see their own strengths and weaknesses? Are they confident they can change and develop new skills? If they don’t appear to possess the requisite confidence, you will need to work on that aspect as well.

Strategy Two:  Involve Direct Reports in Learning Activities to Acquire or Improve Capabilities. Central to the coaching/mentoring process, of course, is the development of skills. Your direct reports need to engage in activities that will let them improve in skill areas or acquire new skills. It is your responsibility as coach and mentor to expose them to opportunities they will need to acquire skills. Also, you should look for opportunities that you can provide that will challenge your people, and help them stretch and improve.

This strategy is emphasized, of course, when a staff member has a skill deficiency of some sort – either he/she hasn’t had the chance to acquire the needed skill, or his/her skills need to be upgraded to meet new standards or changing work situations. It might also be the case that your subordinates have solid skills but need more advanced skills in certain areas, or they are still not performing at appropriate levels despite the motivation to do so. 

Effective supervisors also fully understand the need to invest in the talent of people from a diversity of backgrounds. Consequently, you should recognize and seek to develop the skills of all of your employees, regardless of their situation, not just those who seem to fit the traditional and dominant culture of the Navy.

For example, picture the following scenario:
LTjg Boyd oversees a relatively large workgroup. One of the older Sailor’s in the unit, Chief Biggs, is within 18 months of retirement. Boyd takes the initiative to look into counseling materials and courses available from the Navy, as well as other courses about retirement. Then he meets with the Chief to talk about the future, encourage him to start thinking about life after retirement, and to offer both what he has learned about resources on the topic, and his support, as needed.  

Strategy Three:  Motivate Direct Reports to Recognize and Address Development Needs. You also need to help your Sailors develop insight into their developmental needs and then motivate them to address these needs. It is essential, of course, that your direct reports are receiving honest, objective feedback. Without a realistic view of their performance, they will never gain their own sense of their developmental needs. 

For example, picture the following scenario:
LCDR Smith has always prided himself on being extremely attuned to the work habits and capabilities of his direct reports. Recently, he has begun to notice that one of his young Sailors (who has always been a good worker) has become much less attentive to his duties, and seems to be doing little more than putting in his time each day. As a result, Smith decides to meet with his direct report to discuss his performance, to remind him of the high performance standards he has maintained so far in his career, and to find out if there is anything  affecting his performance. As a result, LCDR Smith finds out that the Sailor is having some financial difficulties, and is able to set up some useful financial counseling sessions.
Naturally, another aspect of helping your direct reports gain this insight is your ability to diagnose the causes of their performance problems or challenges. How you help someone address a developmental need depends in large part on the reason behind it. Does he/she lack the necessary skills? Does he/she lack the motivation to perform well? If so, what can be done about that? Are work environment or work process factors getting in the way of performance? 

Finally, helping direct reports to develop self insight and self motivation also involves encouraging them to establish self-development goals. Consequently, encouraging them to engage in active thinking about where they want to go in their careers is certainly an important component of this process.

Strategy Four:  Provide the Tools, Resources, and Processes that Support Development. It is critically important that if you are to succeed as a coach and mentor for a diverse workforce, you provide the right environment, tools, resources, processes, etc that enable the development of your Sailors to occur. There are several things that you can do to create an environment that will encourage development. 

First, you should model your own development to others. This will set the proper tone within the workgroup that everyone has development needs, and your direct reports will see you addressing yours. 

One component of establishing the proper work environment within the development context may include developing knowledge of and sensitivity to issues of diversity. In terms of your own self-development, doing so can help you more fully understand, appreciate, and maximize the talents of others. It can also help you find ways to change the environment to encourage the full participation of all employees. The more you understand others’ values and assumptions, the more you will know about their motivations.

For example, picture the following scenario:

Chief Johns has recently been placed in charge of a 7-person workgroup, and has noticed the teamwork among her seven Sailors is far from optimal. On closer inspection she discovers that her workgroup members tend to cluster into two separate groups to complete work assignments – according to their ethnicity. As a result of this observation, Chief Johns begins to make work assignments such that individuals with different backgrounds must work together to complete the assignments. This tactic leads to a better understanding among co-workers of each others’ capabilities, unique backgrounds, and common experiences, and helps to increase group cohesion. 

It is also important to create an atmosphere of sharing and exchanging knowledge. You should encourage your direct reports to talk about their development activities and what they’ve learned. You can always help this process along by rewarding people for sharing their knowledge and skills with others. It is fundamental for you to remember that collaboration and working as part of a team is a critical component of mission accomplishment.

Strategy Five: Encourage Continued Pursuit of Development Goals. There are several things you can do to help individuals persist in achieving their development goals. Certainly, you should get them to understand that learning takes time, and can’t be achieved over night. Also, you should keep track of their progress. Just showing that you are aware of what they are working on can be enough to motivate people in the proper direction. You may want to go over their goals with them, while providing feedback on progress and recognizing and rewarding progress. This encourages people to continue with the desired behaviors. As was mentioned in Strategy One, you may also want to pay close attention to whether your direct reports have the confidence to pursue their development goals, and if not, work toward nurturing that part of the process. 

For example, picture the following scenario:
Remember from the scenario in Strategy Two, that LTjg Boyd had met with Chief Biggs to talk about his future, with retirement only 18 months away, and to encourage additional long-term thinking and planning. Now, several weeks later Smith stops by to follow-up on their previous discussions to see how Briggs is doing, whether he has taken any additional steps toward preparation for the future, and to offer any further support to Briggs if it is needed or desired. Smith’s willingness to follow-up demonstrated to Briggs both an interest in his current situation and in his future.    

Summary

Effective coaching and mentoring for a diverse workforce is a necessary part of achieving your performance management goals. The importance of coaching and mentoring to the Navy is reflected in the Navy’s new performance management system, known as the Human Performance Feedback and Development (HPFD) model. First, a separate “Coaching and Mentoring” performance dimension has been included in the HPFD system, and supervisors will be held accountable for development of their Sailors. This dimension includes a set of performance standards that outline specific expectations that should make the process of giving feedback easier and more systematic.

This focus demonstrates the increased emphasis and activity regarding staff development throughout the Navy. This current HPFD supplement is intended to underscore this notion, and support your efforts as an effective coach and mentor. 

A Checklist for Coaching/Mentoring in a Diverse Workforce

Finally, we have provided you with a Coaching/Mentoring Checklist to help focus your attention on these important behaviors. The idea is to rate yourself on the extent to which you engage in coaching and mentoring behaviors with your direct reports. So, take time to go through these behaviors, and rate yourself. Take a few minutes to really think about these behaviors, and rate yourself honestly. You should use this checklist periodically to re-examine your coaching/mentoring effectiveness.


Effective Coaching/Mentoring Behaviors Checklist

	
	Frequently
	Moderately
	Rarely

	1. I listen carefully to my direct reports, and seek information to understand their interests, opinions, and concerns.
	(
	(
	(

	2. I continually monitor my own automatic thoughts and language for stereotypical assumptions and responses.
	(
	(
	(

	3. I provide candid but respectful feedback to each Sailor.
	(
	(
	(

	4. I help my Sailors understand that everyone has development needs and they should listen to feedback without becoming defensive.
	(
	(
	(

	5. I confront people directly about their prejudiced behavior or comments, but allow them ways to change without losing face.
	(
	(
	(

	6. I collect information to diagnose the cause of performance problems before giving feedback.
	(
	(
	(

	7. I look at issues and opportunities from others’ viewpoints before making decisions.
	(
	(
	(

	8. I help my people think about their career options and set goals to help achieve these.
	(
	(
	(

	9. I create opportunities that stretch my Sailors’ capabilities and help them grow.
	(
	(
	(

	10. I work with people to diagnose what went wrong when they experience failure.
	(
	(
	(

	11. I take steps to develop myself and serve as a role model for self-development.
	(
	(
	(

	12. I am sensitive to the fact that some people want their differences to be recognized while others do not.
	(
	(
	(
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