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YOUR Professional Development

A guide to making the experience
about more than just money.

HR Professional Development





Making the Most of Your PDR
The University takes the professional development of its staff seriously, 
and that is why we have the PDR.  However, any system is only as good 
as the commitment and knowledge that the participants bring to it. This 
booklet is designed to help you find the information you need about 
training and development, and we hope that it will assist you to make 
the most of your PDR.

University of Otago
HR Professional Development 
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Professional Development and Training Opportunities
The professional development side of the PDR tends to be 
overshadowed by the salary review process, and that is entirely 
understandable. However, we would encourage you all to put equal 
effort into the professional development part of the process, because 
that is where our job satisfaction lies. We spend a large part of our lives 
at work, and we need to be able to make the most of that time.

Setting Professional Development Goals: What is in it for me?
The great strength of the PDR process is that at the heart of it is the 
opportunity for you and your manager to sit down together to talk about 
what you do, and plan how you will work together in the future. You can 
get a better understanding of where the department is heading, what 



4

HUMAN RESOURCES

your manager’s priorities are, and how you fit into that picture. At the 
same time your manager is able to get a better understanding of your 
needs.

That discussion is the basis for setting your professional development 
goals which should be designed to assist you to achieve the outcomes 
set for the next twelve months, and to show at your next PDR how your 
competency level has gone up.  Professional development goals can be 
more than just pathways to more money.  They are also about ways of 
increasing your job satisfaction, especially the pleasure you get from 
doing new things or building on the skills you already have. They are 
about a sense of achievement and self worth.

What kind of goals should I set?
The kind of goals you set will depend entirely on your situation and 
the department you are in. You may be very happy where you are, 
and therefore want to focus on improving your job satisfaction in your 
current position, and getting even better at what you do now.  On the 
other hand you may be just starting out on the professional ladder, 
and may wish to focus on longer term career development, and work 
on developing the skills that will enable you to build a career in the 
University.

If you are at the top of the merit range and have neither the opportunity 
nor the desire to move to another job, you could be looking at ways to 
improve your current position.  No job is perfect, and sometimes even 
small changes can make a big difference to job satisfaction. What new 
challenges could you set yourself? Could you mentor others or provide 
shadowing opportunities?

Whatever your situation you need to think about what support you need 
to meet your development goals.

How do I know what is the best professional development for my 
needs?
Having established what your needs are, it is important that you look at 
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as many professional development or training options as possible. Many 
see development from a narrow perspective and think that going on a 
course is the only option, when in fact there are many other possibilities. 
All too often we overlook on-the-job training and work experience that 
can be organised by the department. This type of learning experience 
can be extremely valuable as well as being cost effective. 

We are fortunate in having a very large number of highly skilled 
professionals in the University, and you could tap into that experience. 

You should consider all of the following options, and think about which 
ones might work best for you. It is good to have several options so you 
have a fallback position if your manager does not support your first 
choice.

Possible ‘on-the-job’ training opportunities:
∼	 receiving coaching from a more experienced colleague inside or 

outside your department
∼	 being mentored by someone either inside or outside your 

department
∼	 taking on a new task which will require you to develop your skills
∼	 understudying a colleague so that you can be a backup when they 

are not there
∼	 learning new ways of doing things by visiting another workplace, 

inside or outside the University
∼	 visiting a work area that you often interact with to help better 

understand their needs
∼	 taking on some project work
∼	 volunteering for committees
∼	 putting your hand up for a secondment
∼	 joining a professional association
∼	 taking time out to do some research on what you do
∼	 undertaking tertiary study (see the University’s Study Assistance 

Policy)
∼	 attending a training course (see following section)
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Whose responsibility is it to follow up on training and develop-
ment requests?
Basically, you should accept responsibility for your own development, 
and actively pursue the development goals agreed in the PDR process. 
Be proactive and make it happen,  that way you will be assisting your 
HOD or supervisor.  They are responsible for supporting you, and 
ensuring that resources and opportunities are available to enable you 
to meet your agreed objectives, and to implement your training plan. 
However, they are also very busy people with many priorities competing 
for their attention. If you make it easy for them, you’re more likely to 
get a positive result. Most importantly your HOD or supervisor needs 
to make sure that they agree to follow-up meetings with you, and that 
those meetings do happen.  You should be proactive too and help ensure 
the meetings happen.  It is in your best interest.

If I need advice on training and development where can I go?
If professional development or training courses are what you are after 
you can follow up with any of the University providers listed in the 
following pages. If you need advice on the relative merits of other 
options, and what might be best for you, you can consult an experienced 
staff member in your area, including your divisional HR Advisers, or 
contact: 

Suzy Keene, Senior Training Adviser, Human Resources 
suzy.keene@otago.ac.nz

Don Townsend, Training Specialist, Human Resources 
don.townsend@otago.ac.nz
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Making the most of your PDR
In this section of the guide we would like to offer you some thoughts on 
your preparation for the review and some information about effective 
communication styles that can help to keep the dialogue flowing.

We hope to highlight the importance of planning not only what you 
want to say, but also planning how you want to say it. 

PDR on the web
To find the documents referred to in this section, just type PDR into the 
search area on the University of Otago home page or enter the following 
address in your web browser:

http://www.otago.ac.nz/humanresources/pdr/
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What can I do to prepare for the PDR interview? 
The PDR process is based on looking at what you have achieved in your 
job and how the skills you possess allowed you to achieve those things.  
Through much of the documentation, you will see the “what” referred to 
as outcomes, and the “how”, or skills, referred to as competencies.

If you are new to the University, or if you haven’t done so recently, 
you should begin by reviewing the list of competencies.  The PDR 
Competencies document can be found by going online to the Human 
Resources Performance Development Review web page.

Understanding how each of the skills is broken down should give you a 
reference point to start thinking about what you have achieved.  What 
concrete examples can you provide to your supervisor to demonstrate 
tasks you have completed or situations you have done well in?

Next you will find a list of questions that should help you consider your 
performance from a number of angles.  The questions are intended to 
help you describe and assess how you applied your skills and knowledge 
at work.

The following questions are from the document, Preparing for Your 
PDR.  Again, refer to the previous page for instructions on finding the 
document online.

Questions 1 to 3 will help you to assess whether or not you have met, 
or perhaps even exceeded, the expectations associated with your job 
description and agreed on with your supervisor.

Before you answer these questions you may want to spend some 
time thinking about the expectations of your position. Read your 
job description, and review the expected outcomes agreed during 
your past PDR meetings.  If you are new to the University consider 
the expectations you agreed on with your supervisor when you first 
started.  Also think about any other tasks or projects you may have been 
responsible for.
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Questions 4 to 10 will help you focus on the various defined skill areas or 
competencies.

∼	 Knowledge and Skills
∼	 Team Work and Co-operation
∼	 Organisation, Planning and Self Management
∼	 Problem Solving/Decision Making
∼	 Service to Customers
∼	 Initiative and Innovation
∼	 Leadership and People Management (if applicable)
∼	 Ngā Taonga Tuku Iho/Language and Culture

You should think about examples for each question and make notes that 
you can refer to in your interview.  Also, if your reviewer isn’t aware of 
these examples, consider what evidence you could provide to support 
your position.
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Key Preparatory Questions

1. How well have you completed the key tasks or outcomes in your 
job? What are you most proud of?

2. What have the challenges been? If there were any tasks or outcomes 
which you could not complete satisfactorily, what were the reasons?

3. How successful were you in meeting the agreed goals and objectives 
in last year’s PDR process?

4. Do you have the skills and knowledge you need for the position? 
What are you good at? What would you like to learn or improve?

5. How well do you work with others?

6. How well do you organise your work?

7. Did you solve any problems? Did you make any difficult decisions?

8. What do you do for your customers? How do you think they would 
describe your work? (Customers are anyone receiving or benefiting 
from your work. This may include students, clients, other staff or 
managers.)

9. Did you find any different or better ways of doing things this year? 
Did you make any positive changes in the way that work is done?

10. If you supervise/manage other staff, how effective do you think you 
are as a supervisor/manager?

11. Did you make a contribution which could be classified as service to 
the University community or service to the wider community which 
benefits the University? (This kind of service is voluntary, not part of 
your job description and not expected of all staff.)
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Knowing Your Goals
Goals should give you a clear indication of where you want to be at a 
given point in time. You can have short, medium and long term goals but 
the principles behind them remain the same.

Where do I see myself in two 
years?Where do I see myself in two 
years?

What would I like to achieve 
over the next year?

Are there any challenges 
facing me or my team in the 
next 12 months?

Is there anything I would like 
the opportunity to be involved 
in?
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Recording Your Accomplishments
If you keep track of your accomplishments throughout the coming year, 
you will have a convenient record when you are preparing for next year’s 
PDR.

Where do I see myself in two 
years?
Projects or accomplishments 
I have been involved with this 
year:

Professional Development I 
have undertaken this year:

Initiatives I have proposed or 
systems I have improved:

Ways I have assisted others 
this year:
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I’ve answered all the questions, is there anything else I should do 
to prepare?
Try to think objectively about how you would assess your own 
performance.  The aim of this assessment is to ensure that you receive 
valuable feedback and put appropriate development plans in place.  
We are all only human and we all have room to improve, so it’s in your 
interest to identify where you can focus some attention. 

If there have been challenges or difficulties in the last year take 
a problem solving approach i.e. think about how things could be 
improved. Suggestions for making things better are always gratefully 
received. 

Next, think about how best to communicate your position when 
meeting with your reviewer.  There is more information on this in the 
following section.

Finally, do some research before your meeting into what options, 
training or otherwise, will best meet the needs of your development 
plan.  Gather details to give to your reviewer including cost, time frame 
and the benefit to both you and the University.
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Communicating effectively during your PDR interview
The PDR process is all about discussing your performance and coming 
to an agreement with your reviewer about your future development.  
However, the nature of this discussion means it can sometimes seem 
personal and can be hard to express.  Unless you and your reviewer are 
careful, this kind of conversation can lead to misunderstanding.

Feedback allows us to strengthen our strengths and to work on our 
weaknesses. We all have things we do well, but we may also have things 
we could do better. Generally, everyone wants to do well at work and 
have a sense of pride in a job well done.

That is what the PDR process is in place to support, so it is important for 
you to consider the feedback as it is intended.  It is an opportunity for 
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you to improve and develop your skills.  You are receiving feedback that, 
without this process, you might never get.

So how can I receive feedback positively?

Park your ego
The first trick is to try hard to leave your ego outside the door. The 
feedback you are receiving is about workplace behaviour, not about 
you as a human being.  If you receive a comment and you feel your face 
flush, or your heart rate increase, that is a sure sign that you have taken 
it too personally.

Stop for a moment.  Try to separate yourself from the comment and 
think.  If a friend told you they had received the same feedback, what 
advice would you offer?  Focus on the solution.

Don’t dwell
The second trick is to not spend time dwelling on excuses, justifications 
or shifting of blame.  The focus of the meeting is on how to make things 
better in the coming year.  It is important to understand why something 
happened, but only in so far as it allows you to prevent it in the future.  
Again, stay positive and focus on the solution.

Communicate effectively
So, what is the third trick?  Choose your words carefully.  Try to avoid 
being overly defensive and as with so many things in life, you may find it 
is the middle ground that will suit your cause the best.

Three Common Communication Styles
It is a good idea to be aware of your own natural communication 
tendencies, so take a look at the following information and think about 
which style you most often use.
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Passive communication
If you are too passive in your communication not only are you likely to 
come away having agreed to things you don’t really agree to, but you 
will likely have a bad feeling about the whole meeting.  While it is always 
important to consider other people’s feelings, if taken to the extreme it 
can mean your own needs and feelings are ignored.

If you are a naturally passive communicator, it will be extra important for 
you to make good notes before your PDR about the things you want to 
communicate in your meeting.  It can also help to rehearse how you are 
going to communicate it.

Aggressive communication
At the other extreme are aggressive communicators.  They tend to 
speak in a way that shows little consideration for other people’s feelings.  
They often demonstrate this by focusing on perceived motives rather 
than behaviours or results.  They may entangle the experience in 
emotion and blame, saying something like, ‘You are only saying this 
because you don’t like me!’

The risk here to the PDR process is that if one person is communicating 
aggressively, it may cease to be a two way conversation, or even worse, 
the second person may respond with their own aggression.

You can respond to aggressive communicators with some of the hints in 
the next section.

If you feel that you are an aggressive communicator, awareness of the 
tendency is the first step.  As you are planning for your meeting think 
of what topics might cause an aggressive response, then plan how you 
can approach them in a way that will encourage, rather than stifle, a 
conversation.

Assertive communication
Assertive communication is the happy medium.  If you practice assertive 
techniques you will be able to get your message across without getting 
overly emotional or causing conflict. Assertive people are able to 
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express ideas, both positive and negative, in a way that respects the 
rights of others.  They aim to be open, honest and direct without being 
judgemental or blaming.

You may be thinking that this all sounds good in theory, but that the real 
world doesn’t work that way.   In truth it takes practice, but the more 
you focus on communicating this way the more you will become aware 
of your own style.   Over time you will find more and more ways to keep 
communication going and keep it effective.

You will find some suggestions on how to put this into practice in the 
following section.

How can I communicate assertively?

Empathy and validation
Start by saying something that shows you are seeking to understand the 
difficulty of the situation.

Example: ‘I don’t want to seem difficult, but there is something I would 
like to talk to you about.’

Statement of the problem
State what you believe the problem to be in objective terms and then 
discuss how the problem impacts on you. Be careful to not lay blame or 
make emotive statements.

Example: ‘When you don’t cc me on emails, I sometimes duplicate the 
work and resend the same information, and I feel like I must look awfully 
disorganised to the clients.’

This follows a very simple feedback style: ‘When you do A, I feel B’ or 
‘When you do A, B happens.’ or even, ‘When you do A, B happens, and I 
feel C.’

Statement of what you want
State how you believe the situation can be solved to the benefit of 
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everyone. Again try and be objective and avoid “blame” statements.

Example: ‘I’m not sure what you will think of this, but maybe you could 
stick a note to your monitor to remind you to cc me on emails to the 
client.’

Are there any other techniques I can try?
In addition to the above, you can also try the following techniques to 
promote smooth communication.

Talk from I
It is always best to talk from ‘I’ as this removes blame from the 
discussion. By using ‘I’ you are stating your opinion rather than making 
claims or allegations.

Example: ‘I see it differently’ or ‘I remember it differently’.

Be for something, not against
When expressing a different opinion give positive reasons for your view 
rather than arguments against the other person’s view. This encourages 
the other person to see the situation in an objective way, rather than 
becoming defensive.

Example: ‘I think we can get results more quickly if we make this a team 
project.’ Rather than, ‘Your idea of giving one person responsibility for 
the project won’t work.’

Look for areas of agreement
You can make others more open to your ideas if you recognise their 
ideas as well. Looking for areas of agreement will also ensure the 
conversation does not become emotive or bogged down in the problem 
and will help both parties focus on reaching a solution.

Example: ‘I want to use some of your ideas on resource use. Let’s talk 
about some specific areas and see if we can agree on some details.’
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Express yourself
State your reaction to the other person’s behaviour.  Be direct and 
clear without becoming negative. Make sure you are addressing the 
behaviour in a specific situation, not the person or perceived motive.  
This will reduce the possibility that they will respond defensively.

Example: ‘I find it frustrating when …’

Specify your wishes
Get your point over calmly without becoming defensive.

Example: ‘I would prefer that …’

Body language and tone
As one last note from a communication point of view, be mindful of 
body language and tone.  During face to face communication a large 
percentage of the message is tied to these two aspects and yet we so 
seldom pay any attention to them.

The important things to remember are:

∼	 maintain an open interested posture
∼	 keep a positive tone to your voice
∼	 engage the person you are speaking with through facial expression 

and eye contact
∼	 try to be aware of any cultural differences that may exist

Practise
Finally, there is no doubt some situations will be more challenging than 
others.  You may not always be able to think of the ‘right’ thing to say 
at the right time.  However, the more you practise these techniques the 
easier it will be to use them in day-to-day life as well as your PDR.

Just remember, it is not a sign of weakness to tell someone you are not 
in a proper head space to continue; if you start to feel yourself having an 
emotional reaction you can’t control, ask for time out. The end result will 
probably be far superior to an emotional or heated exchange.
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Training Providers at the University
Information on the different professional development and training 
opportunities available to you at the University is available online and 
is circulated periodically by email, in bulletins and in flyers.  A summary 
of some of the key providers of professional development and training 
programmes is listed below.  If you would like to see more information 
and course detail please go online, or contact the appropriate area via 
the email provided in each section.

Key providers:
∼	 HR Professional Development
∼	 HR Health and Safety 
∼	 Mediation (communication and conflict)
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∼	 Financial Services
∼	 Information Technology Services

HR Professional Development 
We are a part of Human Resources called the Professional Development 
team.  Our aim is to provide a wide range of courses to help develop 
the skills and ultimately the careers of the general staff here at the 
University.

For additional information and to enrol go online to:  
http://www.otago.ac.nz/humanresources/training/general-staff/
otago368601.html

All enquiries about enrolments should be directed to the Training 
Coordinator on extn. 4101, or at hrtraining@otago.ac.nz

Mediation
The University Mediator facilitates workshops, centred on conflict 
and communication skills, through the HR Professional Development 
Programme on the Dunedin, Christchurch and Wellington campuses, 
and through the Women’s Professional Development Programme in 
Dunedin.

She is also available to work with individuals and groups, where time 
and resources allow and, on all University campuses. Potential session 
topics include: negotiation; mediation; dealing with conflict; and non-
defensive communication

To discuss, contact: 
Jennifer Anderson, University Mediator, extn. 5679, or at  
mediation@otago.ac.nz

http://www.otago.ac.nz/humanresources/training/general-staff/otago368601.html
http://www.otago.ac.nz/humanresources/training/general-staff/otago368601.html
mailto:mediation%40otago.ac.nz%20?subject=
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Financial Services
The training modules provided by Financial Services cover all aspects 
and levels of financial administration and financial management and are 
designed to assist staff in their respective financial administration roles.  

Training modules are scheduled throughout the year and in addition to 
scheduled courses, one-off sessions for departmental requests, or one-
on-one sessions can be arranged when the need arises.

For additional information go online to:  
http://www.otago.ac.nz/financialservices/resources/training

For enquiries or registration, contact: 
Louise Gibson, extn. 8393, or at fsd.training@otago.ac.nz

Information Technology Services (ITS)
The IT Training section of ITS offers training for a wide range of 
computer programs to suit your skill level and group size.  Types of 
training include:

∼	 short scheduled classroom courses
∼	 individual tuition
∼	 customised training
∼	 advanced technical training
∼	 subsidised student courses
For a comprehensive list of all the courses we offer please go to: 
http://www.otago.ac.nz/its/training
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FOR MORE INFORMATION CONTACT:
Human Resources Division
University of Otago
PO Box 56
Dunedin 9054

hrtraining@otago.ac.nz
www.otago.ac.nz/training
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