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The Individual Development Plan 
 
 
Introduction 
 
A major part of realizing your competitive career goals is proper planning and structure in your 
training and education. In training for your research career, you might be working on a research team 
where you are being mentored by a faculty member. An effective faculty mentor will train you and 
develop your skills to perform at a high level. Yet you need to take responsibility for identifying and 
engaging in the developmental activities that you need to make progress toward your goals. A useful 
tool to organize your priorities is an Individual Development Plan (IDP). The IDP is a document that 
helps to assess your current skills and identify areas of need, all in the context of your academic and 
professional goals. A major reason IDPs are effective is that they help you start conversations with 
supervisors or mentors about your goals and therefore your priorities as a trainee. (Note that 
sometimes you need to balance your goals as a trainee with your mentor’s goals to produce work in 
your shared areas of research.) As outlined in this article, miscommunication of your goals might 
produce a relationship with your mentor that can be conflictive or unproductive.  
 
The National Institutes of Health (NIH) require the use of IDPs for advanced trainees (e.g. graduate 
students, post-doctoral fellows) funded on NIH grants. You can get a head-start as an undergraduate. 
The use of IDPs across various industries, such as government, private industry, or academia, 
demonstrates how important and effective they are for trainees/employees as well as 
companies/universities. Because IDPs directly benefit the trainee/employee, they are not used as a 
performance evaluation. It is very important for both the supervisor/mentor and trainee/employee to 
understand this. The IDP is to benefit the employee and company by aligning goals. This 
understanding creates a mutually beneficial working situation. To assure both trainee/employee and 
mentor/employer are on the same page, both parties should sign the document. 
 
Learning Objectives/Goal 
 

1. Explore basic components of an IDP and essential communication with a mentor. 
2. Compare and contrast at least two forms of IDPs. 
3. Learn how to develop a S.M.A.R.T. plan. 

 
  

https://www.sciencemag.org/careers/1998/04/dysfunctional-advisee-adviser-relationships-methods-negotiating-beyond-conflict
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Assignment 
 

1. Please read Article#1, Article #2, Article #3, then watch the IDP guide video.  
2. Create an account at myIDP. Go through the complete exercise. 

a. Carefully fill out questions regarding your skillsets and goals. 
b. Print a PDF copy of the IDP (“Print myIDP”) AND a completion certificate.  

3. DOWNLOAD and fill out the IDP from the U.S. Department of Education.  
4. Write a brief summary of your experience using each IDP and your plan for discussing your 

goals with any mentor in your life (e.g. research mentor, academic adviser, favorite professor, 
family member, etc.).  

5. Add to your brief summary above by describing a scenario where a lack of communication of 
your goals with your mentor could be detrimental to your progress. (Use Article #1 as 
reference.) Submit the summaries in a Word document with your last name in the filename.  

6. Talk to your faculty mentor about your IDP using the skillsets you learned in the video and 
articles then have your IDP signed. If you do not have a faculty mentor, use your group leader 
as a resource.  

7. Hang your IDP on your bedroom/bathroom mirror as a reminder! 
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