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Abstract 
 
 

Effectively managing human resources is a critical factor in achieving 
organizational success.  Thus, many papers have been written on enhancing the skills and 
performance of sub-standard or mediocre employees.  This article takes a different tack: 
how to successfully supervise competent workers in the organization.  It is suggested that 
competent employees present their own unique set of challenges at work… challenges 
that can be met if the “ABC approach” is utilized with these individuals on the job. 

When it comes to human resource management in the workplace, one thing is 
certain: learning to effectively manage incompetent or marginally competent 
subordinates is critical to organizational success.  But what about correctly overseeing 
competent employees?  To this inquiry, some managers would respond:  “What 
competent employees!?” or, less cynically, “I don’t worry about my competent 
subordinates, they know what to do and they do it.” 

And therein lies the problem.  Competent workers need supervision, too, if their 
productivity and morale are to be retained at high levels.  In fact, competent employees 
present their own unique set of challenges in the workplace… challenges that can be met 
if the human resource manager learns and utilizes the “ABC’s” of managing competent 
workers effectively on the job. 
 
A = Assignment overload:  Competent workers are victims of their own success at work.  
Because their work is so outstanding, their managers are tempted to assign them more 
and more work, confident such an approach will maximize the chances of getting tasks 
finished correctly and on time.  The danger with this strategy, of course, is over time 
competent subordinates will become a casualty of Assignment overload, burdened with so 
many tasks they are unable to complete them with excellence and in a timely manner. 

There are three critical reasons that managers must resist the temptation to 
overload their best employees with too much work:  (1) It takes unfair advantage (places 
unfair demands) on the competent employees who soon realize there is truth in the axiom 
that “no good turn goes unpunished.”  (2)  Over an extended period of time the 
overworked employee’s performance will actually deteriorate… transforming “turned 
on” workers to “burned out” workers.  (3)  Assigning disproportionate workloads to 
specific staff leaves other subordinates underutilized and ill-prepared to carry out 
assignments should their assistance suddenly be required.  Remember, the best chance to 
transform incompetent or marginal employees into productive, successful ones is to 
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provide them with tasks and supervision so they can develop the kinds of skills and 
attitudes necessary to enhance their workplace performance.  This means more work for 
the manager in the short run (it would be easier to just give the task to a competent 
employee who wouldn’t require so much supervisory oversight) but, in the long run, the 
organization will be in far better shape.   This is because the manager will now have a 
larger pool of subordinates who can do workplace assignments successfully, work can be 
distributed more equitably across employees and the risk of “burning out” competent 
employees with unreasonable work demands is significantly reduced. 
 
B = Behavioral reinforcement:  The importance of providing employees with positive 
reinforcement to keep their morale and productivity high has been well documented in 
the scientific literature (Karlins, 1981; Karlins & Hargis 1988).  The “danger” in dealing 
with competent employees is they perform so well their excellence becomes “expected” 
(read: “invisible”).  The result: managers tend to “take them for granted” and forget to 
praise them consistently for their consistently superior behavior.  This problem is similar 
to the parent who fails to adequately praise their child for making the honor roll because 
it is the fourth straight year the youngster has achieved the distinction.  Contrast this with 
the parent of a child who makes the honor roll for the first time: it would be a rare father 
or mother who would not bestow lavish praise on their son or daughter for such an 
achievement. 

In the working environment it is imperative that managers give positive 
reinforcement to employees for a job well done, even when the “well done” becomes the 
norm rather than the exception.  A competent employee who receives consistent positive 
reinforcement for consistently good performance will be motivated to maintain his or her 
work excellence at the highest levels.  Managers who choose to ignore or downplay 
consistent workplace competence do so at their own peril: nothing stands up indefinitely 
without the proper support! 
 
C = Check employee performance.  The greatest danger competent workers pose is a 
“hidden” one: because they are such accomplished employees, managers don’t bother to 
check their work during or after a project is completed.  “Why should I?” they argue, 
“they’re responsible, bright, thorough, knowledgeable and have a track record of doing 
things right.  I trust them completely.” 

In most cases, managers who don’t check on their competent subordinates’ 
performance will not suffer any consequences from their dereliction of duty.  Most of the 
time the competent employees will, in fact, live up to their reputation and complete their 
project(s) successfully without the need for guidance.  Sadly, however, even competent 
workers are not immune to making mistakes and, without proper oversight; these 
mistakes can go unnoticed and have serious workplace repercussions. 

One of the authors of this article experienced just such a workplace fiasco 
firsthand.  As a university professor he employed graduate assistants who were in charge 
of creating and administering course exams to the students.  It was the professor’s 
responsibility to oversee their work: checking over their exams, the testing dates 
assigned, and so forth.  The professor normally did this; however, in the case of one grad 
assistant he let her compose and administer the test without supervision.  Why?   Because 
she was the most competent graduate assistant he had hired in 30 years of teaching and he 
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had absolute confidence in her ability to do everything right.  In fact, for two years she 
had done just that.   Then, in her last semester as a teaching assistant, she somehow got a 
critical test date wrong and all the students showed up for the course final two days early!   
It was a real mess that could have been easily avoided if the professor had simply done 
his job and double-checked the testing date for accuracy.  The professor failed to do so 
because he assumed a competent employee equaled an invincible employee, a mistake he 
won’t make again.  Neither should any other manager.  This is the reason, by the way, 
commercial airline pilots are required to repeat each “take off” and “landing” checklist 
item.  By double-checking each action taken, the pilots are making sure any mistakes are 
detected and the job is done right. 

In the workplace managers don’t need to “check” their competent employee as 
closely as others who are less competent, but they can’t ignore their supervisory 
responsibilities completely.  Remember that no human being is perfect, and checking out 
a competent employee’s work at critical points is still necessary to insure that optimal 
work quality is achieved on a regular basis. 
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