Paths to Improvement: A Coaching Reference
Guide for Broadband Talent Management™
Putting Your Coaching Reference Guide to Use
By J. Evelyn Orr, M.A., IP Development Consultant

A usage guide

Key Takeaways:
• Paths to Improvement
provides coaches and
learners with a simple way
to focus a conversation and
identify the new pathways to
improving performance.
• Sixteen different approaches
help employees address
skill gaps in areas that are
mission critical to their jobs.
• There are two reasons a
coach would use Paths to
Improvement—a learner
needs to improve in an area
that is critically important or
a learner needs to reduce
noise and avoid derailing.

Developing a skill directly is only one of many ways to improve
9/3/09
performance but it’s often the default approach. For individuals

who overuse a strength, lack confidence, or need to increase selfawareness, what are the alternatives?

Paths to Improvement: A Coaching Reference Guide for
Broadband Talent Management™ moves beyond traditional
development planning and introduces alternative approaches.
Sixteen different approaches help employees address skill gaps in
areas that are mission critical to their jobs.

This usage guide introduces when and how to use the Paths to
Improvement: A Coaching Reference Guide for Broadband Talent
Management™. See how a Paths to Improvement plan works and
discover new ways to help employees reach full performance.
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How will the 16 Paths to Improvement help me?
• Find new pathways for improving employee performance.
• Create an innovative improvement plan through coaching
and goal setting.
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• Support leadership development efforts in your organization.

Who is the Paths to Improvement: A Coaching Reference
Guide for Broadband Talent Management™ for?
The Paths to Improvement: A Coaching Reference Guide for Broadband
Talent Management™ is designed for any person with a need and to serve
as a guide for managers and coaches as they work with individuals. It is
intended for all levels of an organization.
Individual learners who are proactive and self-sufficient use the guide to
work through a plan for improving a mission-critical skill.

for the paths to improvement plan.
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redeployment plan – Find a better match
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When? The things you are best at are in areas that won’t make you a star in your current role. Your weaknesses
Broadband Paths to Improve_FNL1.indd 1
are in mission-critical areas. You don’t think it’s feasible to change to fit the job requirements.
How? It’s in everyone’s best interest to get the right person with the right skills in the right job. Rather than
trying to improve, make better use of your portfolio of strengths and average skills. Find a role, a department,
a culture, a job, or a career that better suits your profile. Partner with a coach who is knowledgeable about
where your skills might fit better.
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When? You have a strength that has gone into overdrive, it’s creating problems, and you need to quell the
noise. When it is difficult to do less of a strength, use this plan to apply auxiliary skills to dampen the noise
created by overuse.
How? Consider what has caused your strength to go into overdrive. Develop the insight to know when to ease
up and how to adjust. Look for compensator skills you are good at that can temper the overused strength.
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When? You don’t know how good you are at something. Other people know that you are skilled, but to you
it is a hidden strength. You need to increase your self-confidence in this area.
How? If you are too humble, you need a coach to mentor and counsel you about taking personal credit
for accomplishments. If you don’t know you are good at something, you need a coach to work with you
to calibrate your skill in relation to others. Get feedback from others. Increase the accuracy of your selfknowledge, thereby increasing self-confidence and your ability to use the skill at work.

insight plan – increase self-awareness

14

Paths to Improvement is a Coaching Reference Guide and a companion to
the Broadband Talent Management book. It is a quick and easy reference
for coaches and learners to use during coaching conversations.
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up and how to adjust. Look for compensator skills you are good at that can temper the overused strength.

When? You have a blind spot—a false sense of strength in an area where others would rate you lower.
Others know that you are weak because they have seen you try to demonstrate this skill. You need to
reconsider your point of view in order to address the performance issue as well as your credibility.
How? Accept the feedback you have been given or get additional sources of credible feedback from mentors, trusted
associates, past bosses, or even your spouse. Consider some additional assessment and calibration. Watch out for
defensiveness and resistance. Be willing to accept that you are wrong. Build self-knowledge by pursuing additional
opportunities for insight. This process can require a skilled coach to build accurate awareness of the issues.

When? Feedback you have received is inconsistent, and you’re having trouble making sense of it. Different groups see
you differently. Your behavior may be situation-dependent and not consistent across or within constituencies.
How? Explore the confusing pattern of feedback. Collect additional information about how you interact with various people
in different situations. Have a coach observe you in different settings with different people. From this objective feedback,
see what patterns emerge and why. Figure out how to behave more consistently, especially on skills that are mission-critical.

1 The six step improvement process guides the coaching conversation.
assessment plan – Find the deeper causes of the problems

2 Short descriptions of sixteen improvement plans help identify the right
When? You may be unaware and unwilling to acknowledge what everyone else knows. You are struggling
with glaring weaknesses in several areas that are causing substantial noise.
How? Identify the underlying problem. Consider what personal issues may be spilling over into work. It could be
health problems, addiction, family crises, financial trouble, or other significant issues. Addressing these deeper
problems requires professional resources such as an assessment center, diagnostic coach, a counselor, or an
employee assistance program resource. Design a treatment plan to address the underlying problem so you can
return to your previous portfolio of strengths.

approach for the situation and the skill level.

insight plan – increase self-awareness

When? You have a blind spot—a false sense of strength in an area where others would rate you lower.
Others know that you are weak because they have seen you try to demonstrate this skill. You need to
reconsider your point of view in order to address the performance issue as well as your credibility.
How? Accept the feedback you have been given or get additional sources of credible feedback from mentors, trusted
associates, past bosses, or even your spouse. Consider some additional assessment and calibration. Watch out for
defensiveness and resistance. Be willing to accept that you are wrong. Build self-knowledge by pursuing additional
opportunities for insight. This process can require a skilled coach to build accurate awareness of the issues.

3 The Paths to Improvement Plan template provides space for coaches
9/3/09 10:04:54 AM

and learners to document the plan and then refer back to it as a
reminder to ensure follow through on the agreed upon commitment.
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Diagnostic plan – Find out why there are large differences in perceptions

When? Feedback you have received is inconsistent, and you’re having trouble making sense of it. Different groups see
you differently. Your behavior may be situation-dependent and not consistent across or within constituencies.
How? Explore the confusing pattern of feedback. Collect additional information about how you interact with various people
in different situations. Have a coach observe you in different settings with different people. From this objective feedback,
see what patterns emerge and why. Figure out how to behave more consistently, especially on skills that are mission-critical.

What will I find for each Paths to Improvement plan?
assessment plan – Find the deeper causes of the problems

When? You may be unaware and unwilling to acknowledge what everyone else knows. You are struggling
with glaring weaknesses in several areas that are causing substantial noise.
How? Identify the underlying problem. Consider what personal issues may be spilling over into work. It could be
health problems, addiction, family crises, financial trouble, or other significant issues. Addressing these deeper
problems requires professional resources such as an assessment center, diagnostic coach, a counselor, or an
employee assistance program resource. Design a treatment plan to address the underlying problem so you can
return to your previous portfolio of strengths.

When do I use this plan? Describes who would benefit from this path to
improvement. Outlines the circumstances in which it would make sense to
apply this plan.

16
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When? You agree that you have certain weaknesses that will continue to be a problem, but you are not
interested in improving them. This might be related to stubbornness, lack of motivation to change, or just
giving up. Choosing this approach signals that you are no longer looking to grow in your career.
How? The plan is to do nothing. Work with a coach who is knowledgeable and can help you understand
the possible consequences of inaction. You could be removed from your job, switched to a lesser, more
focused role, or even let go by the company. Your boss and the organization should be informed that you
are choosing not to do anything to improve.

compensation plan – Decrease the noise of an overuse
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Paths to Improvement

Diagnostic plan – Find out why there are large differences in perceptions
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What is Paths to Improvement: A Coaching Reference Guide
for Broadband Talent Management™?

capitulation plan – Keep things the way they are

elated publications,
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nger.com.

exposure plan – try out an untested skill to see where you stand

When? You don’t get a chance to try out a skill in your current job. People may rate you low on this skill.
If it is considered to be an important skill for your job or your organization, then you will want to find an
opportunity to put the untested skill into play.
How? Identify an untested area that is also considered important. Find opportunities to try out the skill. Get
an initial estimate of how skilled you are by starting small and working up to more significant challenges.

entors could help you improve in this area?

uld support your development?
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kill?
fit for you based on the feedback, the need, the

When? You rely on a skill in one arena of your life, but you are not using it at work. Maybe you don’t feel comfortable
applying the same skill at work, but your performance could be enhanced if you were to transfer the skill to work.
How? When you discover a need or a weakness at work, ask yourself if you do this well anywhere else in your life.
Examine the effective behaviors from one setting, find ways to apply them in the work setting, and plan for the transfer.

When? An urgent situation demands better performance right now. You don’t have the personal resources
to become better at a necessary skill.
rerailment plan – get performance back on track after a stumble
How? Admit to others that you’re not good at the skill and you recognize it’s critical to your success. Rely
When? You’ve received feedback that you have one or more of the career stallers and stoppers. It’s time to
on other resources instead of developing the missing skill directly. Choose a people, task, change, or self
heed the warnings and get back on track.
workaround, such as getting a stand-in, trading tasks with a peer, or changing jobs.
How? Identify the derailers that have caused the problem and work to address them. Skilled coaching can
help increase self-awareness, neutralize the noise, and raise skill levels with positive alternatives to problem
substitution
plan – Use something else you’re good at to get the same thing done
behaviors. Check to see if overused strengths may be leading to the career stallers and stoppers. Consider using
When? When a weakness is preventing you from achieving a desired outcome. You need to get the work
Workarounds, Substitutes, or a direct Development Plan to address the issue. Watch out for defense scripts.
done and reduce the noise, but you don’t want to work directly on improving the weakness.
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How? Recognize the perception gap and work to close it by providing proof, examples, demonstrations, and
other evidence that you really are skilled in this area. Find ways to inform people of your background and
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When? You are skilled in a mission-critical area but not everyone is aware that you have the skill. Maybe they perceive
that it’s a weakness or maybe they just don’t know. Either way, you can proactively shape their perception.
How? Recognize the perception gap and work to close it by providing proof, examples, demonstrations, and
other evidence that you really are skilled in this area. Find ways to inform people of your background and
experience as well as opportunities to use the skill in your current role.

skills transfer plan – take what is working in one context and transfer it to another

16

ortance of these needs, prioritize,

2

n your skill level and what is required for success?
ull performance?

When? You aspire to greatness. You want to be among the top 10% of people at the same level. You are
motivated to continuously improve and strive for excellence on mission-critical competencies.
How? Focus on continuous improvement of critical competencies based on an organizational and personal
vision of excellence. Rely on an expert coach who knows what top performance looks like and how to
get there.

Workaround plan – Use someone or something else to get the same thing done

4

enhancement plan – move a mission-critical skill from average to a strength

marketing plan – let others know you are skilled in an area

11
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rerailment plan – get performance back on track after a stumble

When? You’ve received feedback that you have one or more of the career stallers and stoppers. It’s time to
heed the warnings and get back on track.
How? Identify the derailers that have caused the problem and work to address them. Skilled coaching can
help increase self-awareness, neutralize the noise, and raise skill levels with positive alternatives to problem
behaviors. Check to see if overused strengths may be leading to the career stallers and stoppers. Consider using
Workarounds, Substitutes, or a direct Development Plan to address the issue. Watch out for defense scripts.

	Executives responsible for talent management and human resource
management use Paths to Improvement as a resource to sustain
leadership development efforts. It provides a common approach to
coaching conversations related to improvement in mission critical areas.

good to great plan – move a strength to outstanding

12

cHoose the paths to improvement plan(s).

3

When? Feedback suggests that you’re not doing badly, but there’s room for improvement on a missioncritical competency. Enhancing average performance to good performance is easier and there is a greater
payoff than working on a weakness.
How? Work directly on the average skill. Create a plan using the principle that 70% of development comes
from on-the-job experiences, 20% comes from other people, and 10% comes from courses.
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What area of focus would yield the best ROI?
What is considered most mission-critical?
What gaps could potentially cause derailment?

enhancement plan – move a mission-critical skill from average to a strength

14

assess the relative importance of these needs, prioritize,
and set a goal.

When do I use this plan? You need to get a weakness out of the noise zone and move it into average.
How do I use this plan? Work directly on a mission-critical competency that needs development and is
getting in the way of performing or furthering your career. Create an Individual Development Plan using the
principle that 70% of development comes from on-the-job experiences, 20% comes from other people, and
10% comes from courses.

Paths to Improvement

Where is the mismatch between your skill level and what is required for success?
What is getting in the way of full performance?
Where is there noise?

Paths to Improvement

2

identify and interpret the gaps between what currently exists
and what is needed.

3

1

 oaches and managers working with individual employees to address
C
mission critical skill gaps. Paths to Improvement provide multiple
alternatives to the typical development plan which can result in more buyin from the individual and enhanced likelihood for success.

Development plan – Work on a weakness

4

1

Improvement is a process, not an event.
These are the steps integral to success:
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How do I use this plan? Provides direction to the coach and learner on
how to improve using this approach.
2

4 By skill level…Identify the right plan for the skill level. For example, if you

3

are addressing an overused skill, find the plan that fits; in this case it’s a
Compensation Plan.

Paths to Improvement Plan

name:

There are multiple ways to respond to feed
the feedback, the need, the situation, the c
options for improving performance and po
see the table on page 51 of Broadband Tale

1 identify the GAPS.

if your skill level is…

2

When do I use Paths to Improvement?

appropriate paths to
improvement plan.

1. Development
2. Enhancement
3. Good to Great
4. Workaround
5. Substitution
6. Redeployment

▫ 7. Capitulation
▫ 8. Compensation
▫ 9. Rerailment
▫ 10. Marketing
▫ 11. Skills Transfer
▫ 12. Exposure

5

Address Mission-Critical Skills With Paths to Improvement

create anThere are multiple ways to respond to feedback on mission-critical skills. The plan you choose depends on
Substitute/Compensator
for lack
of skill;
overuse
a strength):
the feedback, the
need, the situation, (substitute
the context,
and
thecompensate
person. to
A neutralize
good place
toofstart
is to find the best
INTERIM PLAN.

Strong

You have notable strength in this area; better than most. You could
be a coach in this area. You might be selected for a team just for this
special talent. A clear majority of people who know you would agree
you are talented.

3. Good to Great
6. Redeployment
10. Marketing
11. Skills Transfer

10% courses (resources to support learning):

Average

10% courses (resources to support learning):

© Copyright 2005–2009 Lominger International: A Korn/Ferry Company. All Rights Reserved.

Untested

20% other people (colleagues, experts, mentors):

Weak

Broadband Paths to Improve_FNL1.indd 2

Determine the need - What is getting in the way of6 full performance? What
is considered most mission critical?
Identify the best Path to Improvement – Find the best plan by determining
the current level of skill and reading through the descriptions of appropriate
plans.

12. Exposure
13. Confidence
Building

You do what is expected; about like most others. If everyone
2. Enhancement
13. Confidence
performed this well on key skills, the organization would be
4. Workaround
Building
competent and successful. Different raters might disagree on this
5. Substitution
14. Insight
Item number 11064
© Copyright
Lominger
International: A Korn/Ferry Company.
All Rights Reserved.
rating, some seeing
it as a2005–2009
talent, some
as a weakness.
10. Marketing
15. Diagnostic
11. Skills Transfer
16. Assessment
12. Exposure

Derailer

Use the six steps toward improvement – work with the learner to answer
coaching questions provided at each step.

Item number 11064

20% other people (colleagues, experts, mentors):

Substitute/Compensator (substitute for lack of skill; compensate to neutralize overuse of a strength):

70% on-the-job (experiences, assignments):

DEVELOP the
skill/address the
need.

6. Redeployment

Weak

Overused

6

DEVELOP the
skill/address the
need.

Workaround (rely on other people, share tasks, change jobs, or acknowledge the weakness):

INTERIM PLAN.

You are outstanding in this area, a model, one of the best ever—people
might seek you out for guidance in this area. A rare skill; a gift; anyone
who knows you well would consider this a towering strength.

Building

▫ 14. Insight
▫ 15. Diagnostic
▫ 16. Assessment

Decide on a
TIME LINE.

5 create an

8. Compensation

Derailer

CHOOSE the most
appropriate paths to
improvement plan.

You have a strength in this competency, but may overdo or overuse it. Overdoing
means a strength used to excess. It’s too much of a good thing. It’s too loud for
the situation. It overwhelms the task. It’s using this single competency without
support from other competencies. It’s relying on this one competency too much
to the exclusion of others. Even the best of strengths have a dark side if overdone.
It still may be a strength, but sometimes used too often or to excess.

Untested

70% on-the-job (experiences, assignments):

▫ 13. Confidence

2. A learner needs to reduce noise and avoid derailing.
Maybe someone
3
is overusing a strength and is getting negative feedback. Or, the person has
4
a career staller/stopper that is creating serious problems
and derailing the
person’s career.

choose from these
paths to improvement plans...

if your skill level is…

Outstanding

▫ 7. Capitulation
▫ 8. Compensation
▫ 9. Rerailment
▫ 10. Marketing
▫ 11. Skills Transfer
▫ 12. Exposure

Average

options for improving performance and potential based on the table below. For more detailed information,
see the table on page 51 of Broadband Talent Management™.

assess
IMPORTANCE.
prioritize. Write a goal.

1. Development
2. Enhancement
3. Good to Great
4. Workaround
5. Substitution
6. Redeployment

Strong

Workaround (rely on other people, share tasks, change jobs, or acknowledge the weakness):

Date to be completed by:

You are not always up to standard on everything. The results have fallen
short, and opportunities have been missed because of this weakness.
With normal development, this could be raised at least to skilled/OK.

You have not had the chance to try the skill in this job or elsewhere.
You may think you would be good at this and others may suppose that
you would be good at this. Real data is needed to determine whether a
development plan is worthwhile. If it’s a matter of your not having the
chance to do it and show it, find an opportunity to put the “untested”
skill into play.

There is a serious, pressing need to improve in this area; it is hurting
performance. You don’t understand this area, don’t accept the need,
or don’t know what to do about it. If it remains an issue, your career
could be stalled or stopped. Almost everyone who knows you would
agree with this rating.

Item number 11064

You have a strength in this competency, but may ove
means a strength used to excess. It’s too much of a
the situation. It overwhelms the task. It’s using this
support from other competencies. It’s relying on this
to the exclusion of others. Even the best of strengths
It still may be a strength, but sometimes used too o

Building

▫ 14. Insight
▫ 15. Diagnostic
▫ 16. Assessment

4

identify the GAPS.

▫
▫
▫
▫
▫
▫

▫ 13. Confidence

Decide on a
TIME LINE.

1. A learner needs to improve in an area that is critically important. Maybe
Paths to
Improvement
Plan
the person is average at something and needs to be stronger
for
continued
success at work. Or, the person is weak in an area and wants to get better.
1
It might be that the person hasn’t had experience using a skill but it’s
2
important for continued success and it’s time to try it.
name:

▫
▫
▫
▫
▫
▫

Outstanding

3 CHOOSE the most

Overused

assess
IMPORTANCE.
prioritize. Write a goal.

There are two primary reasons a coach would reach for Paths to
Improvement Coaching Reference Guide.

How do I use Paths to Improvement?

Address Mission-Critica
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Date to be completed by:

1. Development
4. Workaround
5. Substitution
7. Capitulation

14. Insight
15. Diagnostic
16. Assessment

12. Exposure

9. Rerailment
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Create the Paths to Improvement plan – Use the template to write down
the goal, the interim plan, and the longer term plan.
Follow through and follow up – Gain buy-in and write the plan down. This
will increase commitment and enhance the likelihood of success.
Paths to Improvement: A Coaching Reference Guide for Broadband Talent
Management™ is available in both a coach version and a learner version.
The coach version can be used and re-used with multiple learners. The
learner version is designed for learners to take notes and document their
goals and commitments.
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You are outstanding in this area, a model, one
might seek you out for guidance in this area. A
who knows you well would consider this a tow

You have notable strength in this area; bette
be a coach in this area. You might be selecte
special talent. A clear majority of people who
you are talented.

4

You do what is expected; about like mo
performed this well on key skills, the o
competent and successful. Different raters
rating, some seeing it as a talent, some as a

You are not always up to standard on everythin
short, and opportunities have been missed b
With normal development, this could be raise

Pa
Im

You have not had the chance to try the skill
You may think you would be good at this and
you would be good at this. Real data is needed
development plan is worthwhile. If it’s a matt
chance to do it and show it, find an opportun
skill into play.

There is a serious, pressing need to improve
performance. You don’t understand this area
or don’t know what to do about it. If it remai
could be stalled or stopped. Almost everyon
agree with this rating.

Item number 11064

A Coa
Broad
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CONCLUSION
There are many situations where developing a skill directly is not feasible.
Perhaps the learner is not aware of the need or perhaps the need is too
urgent to allow time for development.
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his job or elsewhere.
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Paths to Improvement: A Coaching Reference Guide for Broadband Talent
Management™ provides coaches and learners with a simple way to focus a
conversation and identify the new pathways to improving performance.

8. Compensation

Paths to
Improvement

6. Redeployment

3. Good to Great
6. Redeployment
10. Marketing
11. Skills Transfer

2. Enhancement
4. Workaround
5. Substitution
10. Marketing
11. Skills Transfer
12. Exposure
1. Development
4. Workaround
5. Substitution
7. Capitulation

12. Exposure
13. Confidence
Building

13. Confidence
Building
14. Insight
15. Diagnostic
16. Assessment

The 16 Paths to Improvement are designed to address skill levels that range
from derailers to towering strengths. Whether getting a career back on track
or accelerating career growth – Paths to Improvement provides versatility
and alternatives to the traditional individual development plan.

de for
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14. Insight
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To find out more about Paths
to Improvement: A Coaching
Reference Guide for Broadband
Talent Management, visit our
online store at http://store.
lominger.com.

J. Evelyn Orr, M.A. is Intellectual Property Development
Consultant with Korn/Ferry International Leadership and
Talent Consulting.

About Korn/Ferry International
Korn/Ferry International (NYSE:KFY), with more than 90 offices in 40
countries, is a premier global provider of talent management solutions.
Based in Los Angeles, the firm delivers an array of solutions that help clients
to identify, deploy, develop, retain and reward their talent.

About Lominger
Founded in 1991 by Robert W. Eichinger, Ph.D. and Michael M. Lombardo,
Ed.D., Lominger produces a suite of competency-based leadership
development resources for individuals, teams, and organizations. In August
2006, Lominger joined the Korn/Ferry International family of companies.
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visit www.kornferry.com.
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