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A s the management and general 
training manager, you are one of 
the most important people in the 
organisation. It’s a tough position. 
You have to be a role model as 

other managers and senior staff scrutinise your 
every action. The question in their minds, if not 
overtly expressed, is if he can’t do it, how can his 
department train my people? You may find others 
mimic what you do. 

Let me give you an example. Linda Hudson, CEO 
of BAE Systems, got this message after becoming 
the first female president of General Dynamics. 
After her first day on the job, a dozen women in 
her office imitated how she tied her scarf. Hudson 
realised “it really was now about me and the 
context of setting the tone for the organisation. 
That was a lesson I have never forgotten – that, 
as a leader, people are looking at you in a way that 
you could not have imagined”. Hudson added that 
such scrutiny and the consequent responsibility is 
“something that I think about virtually every day”.

The best bosses work doggedly to stay in tune 
with this relentless attention and use it to their 
advantage. They are self-absorbed, but not for 
selfish reasons. On the contrary, they know that 
the success of their people and organisations 
depends on maintaining an accurate view of how 
others construe their moods and moves – and 
responding with rapid, effective adjustments. 
That view is invaluable for bosses as they try to 
carry out their first, and most important, task: 
convincing others that they are in charge. Bosses 
who fail to do this will find their jobs impossible, 
their lives hell and their tenures short. 

Of course, taking charge effectively isn’t 
enough. The best bosses also boost performance 
by watching their people’s backs, making it safe 

for them to learn, act and take intelligent risks, 
shielding them from unnecessary distractions and 
external idiocy of every kind, and doing hundreds 
more little things that help them achieve one 
small win after another – and feel pride and 
dignity along the way.

As the training manager, you need to stay in 
tune with this relentless attention and use it to 
your advantage. Why does it matter? You are 
managing one of the most important functions 
in the organisation. Your ability to influence the 
managers who send people to your learning events 
depends on correctly reading them. What your 
staff train people to do reverberates throughout 
the organisation. Ultimately, training will 
raise the company performance and shift its 
culture. You have one of the most 
important and one of the most 
exposed jobs in the company. 
How many other managers are 
personally exposed to 
every function and 
every department 
within each 
function?

What 
should you 
do about 
it? The first 
and most 
important 
task is to 
convince 
others 
that 
you, or 
at least 
your 
staff, are 
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the best in the business otherwise your job will 
be impossible and you may not last long. Second, 
boost your trainers’ performance by ensuring 
they are exposed to the best in the training and 
development business. Not an easy thing to do. 
The North American equivalents of my staff had 
master’s degrees and PhDs. Did that make them 
better? Not in my view; my people were practical 
and hands-on in the areas they trained in. They 
learned how to observe people and how the ‘good 
ideas’ of the gurus were applied in the culture and 
reality of the corporation. They didn’t just know 
about ‘it’, they demonstrated ‘it’. Can your people 
do it? Of course they can, and it’s your job to  
help them.

Training managers know that the success of 
their staff, both trainers and administrators, 
depends on maintaining an accurate view of how 
line managers construe the management and 
general skills required for success. Your people 
must understand the business and culture within 
which they operate. Equally, line managers are 
responsible for identifying the training needs of 
their staff and often need guidance in that difficult 

task, which is one that often doesn’t take high 
priority in the pressured environment of  
delivering outputs. 

Good managers are in tune with the learning 
needs of their staff. Training managers provide the 
expertise, through their trainers, to ensure those 
needs are met. Some managers, who are poor at 
identifying the learning needs of their staff, need 
help in the fundamentals and demonstrating 
to them the advantage of having broadly and 
relevantly skilled staff will do this. Needless to say, 
this is an up-close ‘hands-on’ exercise. How do 
you, as a training manager, do what you need  
to do?

Let’s look at reality
Good published evidence indicates managers get 
far more credit-and-blame than they deserve1. 
Performance of any business unit depends on a 
wide variety of factors. Organisations are open 
systems and, as with all systems, one thing 
changing will have an impact, in some way, on 
all their elements. It’s also valid to make the 
statement: people make the profits. The failure is 
not to recognise the shifts having an impact on 
the organisation such as the market, competition, 
legislation, cultural trends, technology etc, and 
then not recognising the needs of people to meet 

the changing environment. It is our contention 
that the training manager 

must observe the business 
environment and deduce, with 

the managers, the 
needs of their 
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people and the managers themselves.

Ahead of the game
You, as the training manager, must be ahead of the 
game. You understand the learning needs of ‘now’, 
you have tracked the business plan, you understand 
how the business is performing and you have 
listened to how directors and senior managers see 
the changing needs, so you have deduced what 
may be coming at you. You have the tools to 
respond when line managers catch up. Indecision, 
delay and waffling are the hallmarks of not being 
where you should be.

Let me give you an example. I was working 
for a major telecommunications manufacturing 
company when its key customer was going through 
privatisation. The MD sent for me. He said: “I 
want all my managers at grade 16 and above to 
understand marketing and sales. Can you do it?” 
I could have given one of three answers: ‘yes’, ‘no’ 
and ‘I don’t know’. The answer was ‘yes’. How did I 
know? We had already talked to Cranfield School 
of Management and Manchester Business School. 
Those conversations had helped us clarify the needs 
that were likely to be coming down the track and 
what they could provide to help us.

Get and give credit 
A great thing about being the boss is that, when 
your people do good work, you usually get the 
credit. Be smart: make certain your staff get 
the credit and tell them. Your people are at the 
interface, they hear what is going on and going 
wrong. If they trust you to trust them, they will 
tell you and often give you the solutions. Your 
trainers and administrators are the greatest asset to 
the training department and, through that, to the 
organisation; let them know that.  

This is not just a training manager thing. It 
has been noted in many tracts on management 
and leadership that the best bosses routinely give 
their followers more credit than they probably 
deserve2 and, when bosses do this, everyone wins. 
You bolster their confidence and motivation, your 
modesty and generosity will be admired by your 
staff and by outsiders who will see you as both 

competent and generous. Those attributes enhance 
the training department.

No-blame culture
A no-blame culture is perhaps hard to achieve 
but, when it is present, everybody knows and fear 
disappears. In my early training career, I trained 
pilots and flight engineers in aircraft systems 
with a colleague called Ernie, who taught me 
much about training. He had a class of captains 
learning about a new aircraft system but he gave 
them incorrect information. Immediately after 
the course, he recognised his error and reported 
it. The situation spiralled very quickly upwards 
to the flight operations director. The captains 
were withdrawn, rosters rescheduled; you can 
imagine the planning and financial implications. 
Result: Ernie was thanked personally by the flight 
operations director for doing what is an absolute 
requirement. The flight operations director did 
what was necessary to ensure errors would not lead 
to deaths. This indicates what a no-blame culture 
is like.  

The interesting effect of managers who accept 
responsibility for an error made by a member of 
their staff is that they are seen as more powerful, 

You have one of the most 
important and one of the 
most exposed jobs in  
the company

48-51 TJ.indd   50 30/09/2013   11:53:01



www.trainingjournal.com   October 2013        51

competent and likeable than those who deny 
responsibility. The key is more than to accept 
blame and apologise. You, as the manager, must 
also take immediate control in whatever way you 
can, show that you and your people have learned 
what not to do from the error, announce new 
plans and, when they are implemented, make sure 
everyone understands that things have  
been changed.

Raising performance3

As the manager in a management and general 
training environment, you recognise the need and 
effect of boosting the performance of your people 
through supporting creativity, efficiency and 
commitment. Let’s consider some strategies.

Give people good information This includes 
regular one-to-one reviews on how the person 
is progressing against his objectives, closing 
objectives and setting new ones. It must be 
recognised that, in a dynamic environment, 
objectives roll forwards and, depending on the 
individual’s span of discretion, may vary from 
weeks to months. 

Also, occasionally, you as the manager will need 
to give advice, locate resources and kick doors 

open so the person can progress. 
Good information includes a modern approach 

to feedback4. For example, given an observed 
situation, ask the person how they did, what 
behaviours they used and then give them 
feedback of your observations of what they did 
well. Ask them what they might do to improve 
performance in a similar situation. Rarely, if ever, 
tell them what they did wrong, they normally 
know and would have told you.

Treat people as adults You are dealing with 
mature people. Most have homes and families. 
Despite that, often due to the idiosyncrasies 
of our education system, some people require 
psychological safety. The training function 
requires imagination and this can be achieved 
by creating a safety zone in which people can 
talk about half-baked ideas, test them and even 

Good managers are in 
tune with the learning 
needs of their staff
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make big mistakes without fear of ridicule. As 
confidence grows, so the creativity so necessary in 
a modern training environment blossoms.

Encourage learning That may seem a strange 
thing to say when the people work in a training 
environment but sometimes, just sometimes, that 
very environment inhibits people in case their 
expertise is challenged or they are inhibited from 
branching out into related professional areas.

Stress reduction Training can be a high 
stress environment. The trainer is faced with 
a battery of personalities and learning styles5. 
You may have dependent learners with a ‘please 
teach me’ attitude, or collaborative learners 
with a ‘let’s learn together’ approach, wanting 
to use the knowledge and skills they have and 
build on them and who are uncomfortable 
in the structured environment required by 
the dependent learners. Then there are the 
independent learners who are comfortable 
learning alone; when they are thrust into a group, 
they prefer to set their own goals and want to use 
the trainer as a resource. Whatever style a trainer 
uses, it will be at odds with some of the learners.

In management and general training and in 
technological training of any description, content 
will be in an advancing and changing field. The 
trainers must stay abreast of the developments 
and they will have learners who know more 
about some aspects of the subject than they do. It 
does, of course, work the other way. I can vividly 
remember using an approach that the company 
had adopted to giving assessment centre ratings 
on influencing. The newly-appointed director of 
development objected strongly because this was 
not an approach she was used to – she wasn’t up 
to date – I didn’t tell her that then but she did 
learn. That’s everyday life for trainers and the 
manager must support them and be seen to do so.

Support, support, support Speak to each of 
your trainers at the beginning and end of each 
learning event. At the beginning, be around 
and, if things have gone wrong, try to help them 
back on track. In one incident in France, we 
were moving small groups of people between 
rooms with trainers in each room. One of my 
trainers found the room she was in was already 
occupied by some fairly senior managers. Oops! 

The fact that I asked them to leave and did it in 
English was very unpopular but they were in for 
a further shock when the site manager (who was 
Canadian) supported me. Much more important 
was the positive effect on the trainer.

Speak to the trainers at the end of each 
learning event. More importantly, get them to 
speak to you. When I was a technical trainer, I 
had a manager who did speak to me at the end of 
each course. It went something like this:

“How did it go?”
“Fine.”
“Good.”
That was the end of the conversation. Well, 

hardly a conversation. He learned nothing and 
was of no help to me. With a proper dialogue, 
you will pick up needs and problems and the 
trainers will feel supported. So what will you 
do? Probably the way this might be handled is 
to ask questions in a similar way to the feedback 
model6. That is: What things went particularly 
well? What was it that helped it go well such as 
your behaviours and the structures? What might you 
improve the next time? What might I do to help?

Payoff As a good training manager, you will 
get more from your people; you will also attract 
and keep better people. If you think your trainers 
are deadbeats, look in the mirror (but I’m sure 
you don’t or you wouldn’t be reading TJ). 

The best training managers are aware of their 
flaws, work to overcome them and to reverse the 
resulting damage. They observe those people that 
are good at what they are not good at themselves. 
They get coaches to observe them and give them 
feedback as a mirror on their behaviours and, 
from that, work to improve. They enlist others 
who can compensate for their weaknesses. Let us 
first clarify our words. ‘Need’: something you are 
not doing or not doing sufficiently well but you 
can gain or improve. ‘Weakness’: something you 
will never be good at.

I worked for a senior manager who worked 
for the HR director of the company. The 
director’s meetings were ineffective. He was very 
knowledgeable, he was personable, he was a great 
strategist and could make things happen, but he 
just could not handle, as the chairman, a meeting 
of strong, independent senior HR managers. One 
day he stopped me in the corridor and told me 
that I was to chair his monthly meetings, as I was 
used to handling groups. 

Conclusion
The conclusion is just a simple question for you 
to ask yourself; so look in the mirror and ask 
what is it like to work for me? 

You, as the training 
manager, must be ahead 
of the game
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