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It’s been said that “people join organizations, but leave bosses.” No matter how great an organization 
is or how much an employee loves his or her job, having a bad boss often trumps everything that’s 
good about a job. Scores of studies have found bad bosses are bad for morale, have a negative effect on 
productivity, can negatively impact their employees’ health and wellbeing, and can cost an organization 

hundreds of thousands of dollars in turnover. Simply put, bad bosses are bad for business. 

And while it’s certainly true that some individuals just aren’t cut out for management, many “bad” bosses aren’t 
fundamentally incompetent or inept — they’re simply uninformed. All too often, individuals are hired or promoted into 
a supervisory role without having received any kind of manager training. Many aren’t given the kind of support they need 
to learn, grow and flourish in a management role.

But one HR professional set out to change that on his campus. For the past 15 years, Richard Wilkinson has championed 
better management practices, both in higher education and in his previous work in global health. He is a firm believer in 
the tenet that the quality of management and supervision is central to the success of an organization and the quality of an 
individual’s work experience. He’s seen firsthand that how employees experience their bosses directly affects their level of 
engagement and whether they choose to stay with an organization or leave. 

He’s also been frustrated with the lack of resources available for supervisors to help them navigate their management 
responsibilities. So, where he saw a need, he crafted a solution — in the form of the Supervisor’s Toolbox publication that 
is currently in use at University of Washington Tacoma. We asked Wilkinson, who serves as associate vice chancellor for 
organizational effectiveness and development at UW Tacoma, to tell us a little about the toolbox and share some of the 
resources it contains. 

Q: What exactly is the Supervisor’s Toolbox?
A: The Toolbox is a readily accessible source of help for the everyday challenges managers and supervisors face in 
supporting the success of their employees and teams. The publication includes 65 single-page worksheets, checklists, 
charts and models addressing such basic responsibilities as delegating, dealing with performance problems, fostering 
accountability, helping staff grow, hiring and managing change.

Q: Where did the idea come from?
A: Over the years I became increasingly frustrated with the apparent absence of a handy reference that put practical tools 
within easy reach of supervisors. Good ideas were scattered in many different places, often found in workshops. But these 
good ideas weren’t accessible to supervisors when they needed them.

Five years ago I was prodded to create the Toolbox when wrapping up a distance learning workshop with colleagues in 
Africa. At the end I asked what might help keep this content alive for them in the future. One of the participants made 
the suggestion that I put the tools I was sharing in a “toolbox” they could reference later. Now, five editions on, I’m still 
fine tuning and improving it. 

Q:  Can you give us an example of a tool included in the  
Supervisor’s Toolbox?

A: One of my favorites, and in my mind the most important, is the Heart of Supervision chart. This chart lists a 
number of effective behaviors that bring to life the three core responsibilities of supervision in ways that are motivating to 
knowledge workers. The three core responsibilities are my own distillation of what, at its essence, supervisors must do on 
behalf of their employees and their campuses — cultivate accountability, set goals and listen. The three factors known to 
motivate knowledge workers comes from Daniel Pink’s book Drive.
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In my mind, supervisors and managers must listen to learn, set goals to be clear about the work that needs to get done and 
cultivate accountability to achieve results. Pink describes the three motivational drivers as follows:

1)  Autonomy — the desire to direct our own lives

2)  Mastery — the urge to get better and better at something that matters

3)  Purpose — the yearning to do what we do in the service of something larger than ourselves

The Heart of Supervision chart (shown below) is a how-to showing supervisors the ways they can put these notions  
into practice. 
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Q: How do you use the Toolbox?
A: For training, coaching and as a personal reference. I continue to turn to the tools, like the delegation worksheet 
below, for help in my own work in leading the HR team at UW Tacoma. One of the underlying ideas of this worksheet is 
that delegation is a dialogue.

Probably the tool I’ve used the most in coaching others is the four questions to return to dialogue that come from 
the book Crucial Conversations. I’ve found these useful in helping both supervisors and employees approach difficult 
conversations they need to have about performance. The questions are:

•  What do I want for myself? 

•  What do I want for others, including the person I’m meeting with? 

•  What do I want for the relationship?

•  How would I behave if I really wanted those results?
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Q:  Speaking of performance management, does the Toolbox contain 
resources to help supervisors deal with performance problems? I 
know these conversations are often one of the most dreaded parts of 
a manager’s job.  

A: Yes. The performance management chapter shows how to simplify the performance management process to four  
key steps:

1)  Prepare 

2)  Meet 

3)  Reflect and decide

4)  Follow up

Each step has its own set of tools. This chapter also includes a brief description of the three principles underlying 
corrective action: timeliness, fairness and good faith.

Q: Anything fresh about the performance review process? 
A: The fifth edition of the Supervisor’s Toolbox features a solution to the conundrum of desiring a productive conversation 
with an employee about his or her performance, yet feeling hobbled by the limitations of a standard form. Participants 
in a recent workshop suggested the flow shown below to guide a performance review discussion. I tried it myself in 
conducting my last review, and it worked great! I found that following this sequence enables you to have the conversation 
you want about performance regardless of the form you’re required to complete.
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Q: What about resources for helping staff grow?
A: Helping staff grow is a critically important part of a manager’s job, so the Toolbox contains several resources on this. 
For example, the Menu of Professional Development Options below was designed to help people think beyond workshops 
and conferences when considering ways to deepen and broaden their skills. 
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I’m also a big fan of John Whitmore’s GROW coaching model, so that’s there, too. His is a linear approach to coaching 
that works like a charm:

G  What is your goal? What does success look like? 

R   What is the current reality in relation to your goal? What factors favor success? What obstacles might you  
 encounter?

O   Given your goal and current reality, what options could you try? (This is the brainstorming phase of the  
 coaching process. I always push for at least seven ideas to get past the most obvious and begin to tap into more 
 creative possibilities. )

W   Which of the options will you pursue? (Here’s where the employee or supervisor picks one or two ideas from  
 the list that they feel most committed to trying.) 

S   What support or reinforcement will help you implement your decision? (The S doesn’t appear in Whitmore’s   
 model. I added it at the behest of a colleague. He suggested people needed encouragement to follow through on   
 what they decide to do. So I now ask people what support they might need to reinforce their commitment  
 to action.)  

Q:  What has the reaction on your campus been? Is the Toolbox popular? 
How are people using it? 

A: It seems to be quite popular. I know some managers who use it on a near daily basis. Some supervisors I spoke with 
recently said they valued the chapters on hiring (especially for help with interview questions and reference checking), 
planning for onboarding, dealing with performance problems, designing change and managing transitions, and getting ideas 
for professional development. 

One person I spoke with found the tool on listening skills helpful; another appreciated the article on how to give powerful 
positive feedback; and another found useful the framework for supervisors sharing their concerns in a way that opens the 
door for dialogue by simply asking, “How do you see it?” Some managers have said they shared specific tools with their 
teams to prompt relevant discussions. One said it helped her consider the employee’s point of view as well as her own.

Somehow Florida Gulf Coast University discovered the Toolbox. They’ve just begun using it with individual supervisors as a 
way of introducing more rigorous management methods to their campus.

Q: So the Toolbox is available for anyone to access? 
A: It sure is! I strongly believe in the “it takes a village” mentality. If the Toolbox can help keep other institutions from 
having to reinvent the wheel, I’m more than happy to share it.  

 
You can find the latest edition of Richard Wilkinson’s Supervisor’s  
Toolbox in the Management Training Toolkit in the CUPA-HR  
Knowledge Center — www.cupahr.org/knowledgecenter. 


