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Many managers mistakenly assume that 
leadership style is a function of personality 
rather than strategic choice. Instead of 
choosing the one style that suits their 
temperament, they should ask which style 
best addresses the demands of a particular 
situation.

Research has shown that the most success-
ful leaders have strengths in the following 
emotional intelligence competencies: self-
awareness, self-regulation, motivation, 
empathy, and social skill. There are six basic 
styles of leadership; each makes use of the 
key components of emotional intelligence 
in different combinations. The best leaders 
don’t know just one style of leadership—
they’re skilled at several, and have the flexi-
bility to switch between styles as the cir-
cumstances dictate.

Managers often fail to appreciate how profoundly the organizational climate can influence fi-
nancial results. It can account for nearly a third of financial performance. Organizational climate, 
in turn, is influenced by leadership style—by the way that managers motivate direct reports, 
gather and use information, make decisions, manage change initiatives, and handle crises. There 
are six basic leadership styles. Each derives from different emotional intelligence competencies, 
works best in particular situations, and affects the organizational climate in different ways.

1. The coercive style. This “Do what I say” ap-
proach can be very effective in a turnaround 
situation, a natural disaster, or when working 
with problem employees. But in most situa-
tions, coercive leadership inhibits the organi-
zation’s flexibility and dampens employees’ 
motivation.

2. The authoritative style. An authoritative 
leader takes a “Come with me” approach: she 
states the overall goal but gives people the 
freedom to choose their own means of 
achieving it. This style works especially well 
when a business is adrift. It is less effective 
when the leader is working with a team of ex-
perts who are more experienced than he is.

3. The affiliative style. The hallmark of the af-
filiative leader is a “People come first” attitude. 
This style is particularly useful for building 
team harmony or increasing morale. But its 
exclusive focus on praise can allow poor per-
formance to go uncorrected. Also, affiliative 
leaders rarely offer advice, which often leaves 
employees in a quandary.

4. The democratic style. This style’s impact 
on organizational climate is not as high as you 
might imagine. By giving workers a voice in 
decisions, democratic leaders build organiza-
tional flexibility and responsibility and help 
generate fresh ideas. But sometimes the price 
is endless meetings and confused employees 
who feel leaderless.

5. The pacesetting style. A leader who sets 
high performance standards and exemplifies 
them himself has a very positive impact on 
employees who are self-motivated and highly 
competent. But other employees tend to feel 
overwhelmed by such a leader’s demands for 
excellence—and to resent his tendency to 
take over a situation.

6. The coaching style. This style focuses 
more on personal development than on im-
mediate work-related tasks. It works well 
when employees are already aware of their 
weaknesses and want to improve, but not 
when they are resistant to changing their 
ways.

The more styles a leader has mastered, the 
better. In particular, being able to switch 
among the authoritative, affiliative, demo-
cratic, and coaching styles as conditions dic-
tate creates the best organizational climate 
and optimizes business performance.
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New research suggests that the most effective executives use a collection 

of distinct leadership styles—each in the right measure, at just the right 

time. Such flexibility is tough to put into action, but it pays off in 

performance. And better yet, it can be learned.

 

Ask any group of businesspeople the question
“What do effective leaders do?” and you’ll
hear a sweep of answers. Leaders set strategy;
they motivate; they create a mission; they
build a culture. Then ask “What should leaders
do?” If the group is seasoned, you’ll likely hear
one response: the leader’s singular job is to
get results.

But how? The mystery of what leaders can
and ought to do in order to spark the best per-
formance from their people is age-old. In re-
cent years, that mystery has spawned an entire
cottage industry: literally thousands of “leader-
ship experts” have made careers of testing and
coaching executives, all in pursuit of creating
businesspeople who can turn bold objectives—
be they strategic, financial, organizational, or
all three—into reality.

Still, effective leadership eludes many peo-
ple and organizations. One reason is that until
recently, virtually no quantitative research
has demonstrated which precise leadership
behaviors yield positive results. Leadership
experts proffer advice based on inference, ex-

perience, and instinct. Sometimes that advice
is which precise leadership behaviors yield
positive results. Leadership experts proffer ad-
vice based on inference, experience, and in-
stinct. Sometimes that advice is right on tar-
get; sometimes it’s not.

But new research by the consulting firm
Hay/McBer, which draws on a random sample
of 3,871 executives selected from a database of
more than 20,000 executives worldwide,
takes much of the mystery out of effective
leadership. The research found six distinct
leadership styles, each springing from differ-
ent components of emotional intelligence.
The styles, taken individually, appear to have
a direct and unique impact on the working at-
mosphere of a company, division, or team,
and in turn, on its financial performance. And
perhaps most important, the research indi-
cates that leaders with the best results do not
rely on only one leadership style; they use
most of them in a given week—seamlessly
and in different measure—depending on the
business situation. Imagine the styles, then, as
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the array of clubs in a golf pro’s bag. Over the
course of a game, the pro picks and chooses
clubs based on the demands of the shot.
Sometimes he has to ponder his selection, but
usually it is automatic. The pro senses the
challenge ahead, swiftly pulls out the right
tool, and elegantly puts it to work. That’s how
high-impact leaders operate, too.

What are the six styles of leadership? None
will shock workplace veterans. Indeed, each
style, by name and brief description alone,
will likely resonate with anyone who leads, is
led, or as is the case with most of us, does
both. Coercive leaders demand immediate
compliance. Authoritative leaders mobilize
people toward a vision. Affiliative leaders cre-
ate emotional bonds and harmony. Demo-
cratic leaders build consensus through partici-
pation. Pacesetting leaders expect excellence
and self-direction. And coaching leaders develop
people for the future.

Close your eyes and you can surely imagine
a colleague who uses any one of these styles.
You most likely use at least one yourself. What
is new in this research, then, is its implications
for action. First, it offers a fine-grained under-
standing of how different leadership styles af-
fect performance and results. Second, it offers
clear guidance on when a manager should
switch between them. It also strongly suggests
that switching flexibly is well advised. New,
too, is the research’s finding that each leader-
ship style springs from different components
of emotional intelligence.

 

Measuring Leadership’s Impact

 

It has been more than a decade since research
first linked aspects of emotional intelligence
to business results. The late David McClelland,
a noted Harvard University psychologist,
found that leaders with strengths in a critical
mass of six or more emotional intelligence
competencies were far more effective than
peers who lacked such strengths. For instance,
when he analyzed the performance of division
heads at a global food and beverage company,
he found that among leaders with this critical
mass of competence, 87% placed in the top
third for annual salary bonuses based on their
business performance. More telling, their divi-
sions on average outperformed yearly revenue
targets by 15% to 20%. Those executives who
lacked emotional intelligence were rarely
rated as outstanding in their annual perfor-

mance reviews, and their divisions underper-
formed by an average of almost 20%.

Our research set out to gain a more molecu-
lar view of the links among leadership and
emotional intelligence, and climate and per-
formance. A team of McClelland’s colleagues
headed by Mary Fontaine and Ruth Jacobs
from Hay/McBer studied data about or ob-
served thousands of executives, noting spe-
cific behaviors and their impact on climate.

 

1

 

How did each individual motivate direct re-
ports? Manage change initiatives? Handle cri-
ses? It was in a later phase of the research
that we identified which emotional intelli-
gence capabilities drive the six leadership
styles. How does he rate in terms of self-
control and social skill? Does a leader show
high or low levels of empathy?

The team tested each executive’s immediate
sphere of influence for its climate. “Climate” is
not an amorphous term. First defined by psy-
chologists George Litwin and Richard Stringer
and later refined by McClelland and his col-
leagues, it refers to six key factors that influ-
ence an organization’s working environment:
its flexibility—that is, how free employees feel
to innovate unencumbered by red tape; their
sense of responsibility to the organization; the
level of standards that people set; the sense of
accuracy about performance feedback and apt-
ness of rewards; the clarity people have about
mission and values; and finally, the level of
commitment to a common purpose.

We found that all six leadership styles have a
measurable effect on each aspect of climate.
(For details, see the exhibit “Getting Molecular:
The Impact of Leadership Styles on Drivers of
Climate.”) Further, when we looked at the im-
pact of climate on financial results—such as re-
turn on sales, revenue growth, efficiency, and
profitability—we found a direct correlation be-
tween the two. Leaders who used styles that
positively affected the climate had decidedly
better financial results than those who did not.
That is not to say that organizational climate is
the only driver of performance. Economic con-
ditions and competitive dynamics matter enor-
mously. But our analysis strongly suggests that
climate accounts for nearly a third of results.
And that’s simply too much of an impact to ig-
nore.

 

The Styles in Detail

 

Executives use six leadership styles, but only
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four of the six consistently have a positive ef-
fect on climate and results. Let’s look then at
each style of leadership in detail. (For a sum-
mary of the material that follows, see the
chart “The Six Leadership Styles at a Glance.”)

The Coercive Style. The computer company
was in crisis mode—its sales and profits were
falling, its stock was losing value precipitously,
and its shareholders were in an uproar. The
board brought in a new CEO with a reputation
as a turnaround artist. He set to work chop-
ping jobs, selling off divisions, and making the
tough decisions that should have been exe-
cuted years before. The company was saved, at
least in the short-term.

From the start, though, the CEO created a
reign of terror, bullying and demeaning his ex-
ecutives, roaring his displeasure at the slightest
misstep. The company’s top echelons were dec-
imated not just by his erratic firings but also by
defections. The CEO’s direct reports, fright-
ened by his tendency to blame the bearer of
bad news, stopped bringing him any news at
all. Morale was at an all-time low—a fact re-
flected in another downturn in the business

after the short-term recovery. The CEO was
eventually fired by the board of directors.

It’s easy to understand why of all the lead-
ership styles, the coercive one is the least ef-
fective in most situations. Consider what the
style does to an organization’s climate. Flexi-
bility is the hardest hit. The leader’s extreme
top-down decision making kills new ideas on
the vine. People feel so disrespected that they
think, “I won’t even bring my ideas up—
they’ll only be shot down.” Likewise, people’s
sense of responsibility evaporates: unable to
act on their own initiative, they lose their
sense of ownership and feel little accountabil-
ity for their performance. Some become so re-
sentful they adopt the attitude, “I’m not going
to help this bastard.”

Coercive leadership also has a damaging
effect on the rewards system. Most high-
performing workers are motivated by more
than money—they seek the satisfaction of
work well done. The coercive style erodes
such pride. And finally, the style undermines
one of the leader’s prime tools—motivating
people by showing them how their job fits

Self-Management
? Self-control: the ability to 

keep disruptive emotions
and impulses under control.

? Trustworthiness: a 
consistent display of 
honesty and integrity.

? Conscientiousness: the abili-
ty to manage yourself and
your responsibilities.

? Adaptability: skill at adjust-
ing to changing situations
and overcoming obstacles.

? Achievement orientation:
the drive to meet an inter-
nal standard of excellence.

? Initiative: a readiness to 
seize opportunities.

Self-Awareness
? Emotional self-awareness:

the ability to read and
understand your emo-
tions as well as recognize
their impact on work
performance, relation-
ships, and the like.

? Accurate self-assessment:
a realistic evaluation 
of your strengths and
limitations.

? Self-confidence: a strong
and positive sense of 
self-worth. 

Emotional Intelligence: A Primer
Emotional intelligence – the ability to manage ourselves and our relationships effectively –
consists of four fundamental capabilities: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness,
and social skill. Each capability, in turn, is composed of specific sets of competencies. Below
is a list of the capabilities and their corresponding traits.

Social Awareness
? Empathy: skill at sensing 

other people’s emotions, 
understanding their 
perspective, and taking 
an active interest in their 
concerns.

? Organizational awareness:
the ability to read the 
currents of organizational
life, build decision net-
works, and navigate 
politics.

? Service orientation: the 
ability to recognize and 
meet customers’ needs.

Social Skill
? Visionary leadership: the ability to take charge

and inspire with a compelling vision.

? Influence: the ability to wield a range of 
persuasive tactics.

? Developing others: the propensity to bolster 
the abilities of others through feedback 
and guidance.

? Communication: skill at listening and at sending
clear, convincing, and well-tuned messages.

? Change catalyst: proficiency in initiating new
ideas and leading people in a new direction.

? Conflict management: the ability to de-escalate
disagreements and orchestrate resolutions.

? Building bonds: proficiency at cultivating and
maintaining a web of relationships.

? Teamwork and collaboration: competence at 
promoting cooperation and building teams.
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into a grand, shared mission. Such a loss,
measured in terms of diminished clarity and
commitment, leaves people alienated from
their own jobs, wondering, “How does any of
this matter?”

Given the impact of the coercive style, you
might assume it should never be applied. Our
research, however, uncovered a few occasions
when it worked masterfully. Take the case of a
division president who was brought in to
change the direction of a food company that
was losing money. His first act was to have the
executive conference room demolished. To him,
the room—with its long marble table that looked
like “the deck of the Starship Enterprise”—
symbolized the tradition-bound formality that
was paralyzing the company. The destruction
of the room, and the subsequent move to a
smaller, more informal setting, sent a message
no one could miss, and the division’s culture
changed quickly in its wake.

That said, the coercive style should be used
only with extreme caution and in the few situa-
tions when it is absolutely imperative, such as

during a turnaround or when a hostile take-
over is looming. In those cases, the coercive
style can break failed business habits and shock
people into new ways of working. It is always
appropriate during a genuine emergency, like
in the aftermath of an earthquake or a fire.
And it can work with problem employees with
whom all else has failed. But if a leader relies
solely on this style or continues to use it once
the emergency passes, the long-term impact of
his insensitivity to the morale and feelings of
those he leads will be ruinous.

The Authoritative Style. Tom was the vice
president of marketing at a floundering na-
tional restaurant chain that specialized in
pizza. Needless to say, the company’s poor
performance troubled the senior managers,
but they were at a loss for what to do. Every
Monday, they met to review recent sales,
struggling to come up with fixes. To Tom, the
approach didn’t make sense. “We were al-
ways trying to figure out why our sales were
down last week. We had the whole company
looking backward instead of figuring out

 

Getting Molecular: The Impact of Leadership Styles on Drivers of Climate

 

Our research investigated how each leadership style affected the six 
drivers of climate, or working atmosphere. The figures below show 
the correlation between each leadership style and each aspect of cli-
mate. So, for instance, if we look at the climate driver of flexibility, we 
see that the coercive style has a -.28 correlation while the democratic 
style has a .28 correlation, equally strong in the opposite direction. 
Focusing on the authoritative leadership style, we find that it has a .54 
correlation with rewards—strongly positive—and a .21 correlation with 
responsibility—positive, but not as strong. In other words, the style’s 

correlation with rewards was more than twice that with responsibility.
According to the data, the authoritative leadership style has the most 

positive effect on climate, but three others—affiliative, democratic, and 
coaching—follow close behind. That said, the research indicates that 
no style should be relied on exclusively, and all have at least short-term 
uses.

Flexibility

Responsibility

Standards

Rewards

Clarity

Commitment

Overall impact
on climate

Coercive

-. 28

-. 37

. 02

-. 18

-. 11

-. 13

-. 26

Authoritative

. 32

. 21

. 38

. 54

. 44

. 35

.54

Affiliative

. 27

. 16

. 31

. 48

. 37

. 34

.46

Democratic

. 28

. 23

. 22

. 42

. 35

. 26

.43

Pacesetting

-. 07

. 04

-. 27

-. 29

-. 28

-. 20

-. 25

Coaching

. 17

. 08

. 39

. 43

. 38

. 27

.42
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what we had to do tomorrow.”
Tom saw an opportunity to change people’s

way of thinking at an off-site strategy meeting.
There, the conversation began with stale tru-
isms: the company had to drive up shareholder
wealth and increase return on assets. Tom be-
lieved those concepts didn’t have the power to
inspire a restaurant manager to be innovative
or to do better than a good-enough job.

So Tom made a bold move. In the middle of a
meeting, he made an impassioned plea for his
colleagues to think from the customer’s per-
spective. Customers want convenience, he said.
The company was not in the restaurant busi-
ness, it was in the business of distributing high-
quality, convenient-to-get pizza. That notion—
and nothing else—should drive everything the
company did.

With his vibrant enthusiasm and clear
vision—the hallmarks of the authoritative
style—Tom filled a leadership vacuum at the
company. Indeed, his concept became the
core of the new mission statement. But this
conceptual breakthrough was just the begin-
ning. Tom made sure that the mission state-
ment was built into the company’s strategic
planning process as the designated driver of
growth. And he ensured that the vision was
articulated so that local restaurant managers
understood they were the key to the com-
pany’s success and were free to find new
ways to distribute pizza.

Changes came quickly. Within weeks, many
local managers started guaranteeing fast, new
delivery times. Even better, they started to act
like entrepreneurs, finding ingenious locations
to open new branches: kiosks on busy street
corners and in bus and train stations, even
from carts in airports and hotel lobbies.

Tom’s success was no fluke. Our research
indicates that of the six leadership styles,
the authoritative one is most effective, driv-
ing up every aspect of climate. Take clarity.
The authoritative leader is a visionary; he
motivates people by making clear to them
how their work fits into a larger vision for
the organization. People who work for such
leaders understand that what they do mat-
ters and why. Authoritative leadership also
maximizes commitment to the organiza-
tion’s goals and strategy. By framing the in-
dividual tasks within a grand vision, the au-
thoritative leader defines standards that
revolve around that vision. When he gives

performance feedback—whether positive or
negative—the singular criterion is whether
or not that performance furthers the vision.
The standards for success are clear to all, as
are the rewards. Finally, consider the style’s
impact on flexibility. An authoritative
leader states the end but generally gives
people plenty of leeway to devise their own
means. Authoritative leaders give people
the freedom to innovate, experiment, and
take calculated risks.

Because of its positive impact, the authorita-
tive style works well in almost any business sit-
uation. But it is particularly effective when a
business is adrift. An authoritative leader
charts a new course and sells his people on a
fresh long-term vision.

The authoritative style, powerful though it
may be, will not work in every situation. The
approach fails, for instance, when a leader is
working with a team of experts or peers who
are more experienced than he is; they may see
the leader as pompous or out-of-touch. An-
other limitation: if a manager trying to be au-
thoritative becomes overbearing, he can un-
dermine the egalitarian spirit of an effective
team. Yet even with such caveats, leaders
would be wise to grab for the authoritative
“club” more often than not. It may not guar-
antee a hole in one, but it certainly helps with
the long drive.

The Affiliative Style. If the coercive leader
demands, “Do what I say,” and the authorita-
tive urges, “Come with me,” the affiliative
leader says, “People come first.” This leader-
ship style revolves around people—its propo-
nents value individuals and their emotions
more than tasks and goals. The affiliative
leader strives to keep employees happy and to
create harmony among them. He manages by
building strong emotional bonds and then
reaping the benefits of such an approach,
namely fierce loyalty. The style also has a
markedly positive effect on communication.
People who like one another a lot talk a lot.
They share ideas; they share inspiration. And
the style drives up flexibility; friends trust one
another, allowing habitual innovation and risk
taking. Flexibility also rises because the affilia-
tive leader, like a parent who adjusts house-
hold rules for a maturing adolescent, doesn’t
impose unnecessary strictures on how em-
ployees get their work done. They give people
the freedom to do their job in the way they

An authoritative leader 

states the end but gives 

people their own means.
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think is most effective.
As for a sense of recognition and reward for

work well done, the affiliative leader offers
ample positive feedback. Such feedback has
special potency in the workplace because it is
all too rare: outside of an annual review, most
people usually get no feedback on their day-to-
day efforts—or only negative feedback. That
makes the affiliative leader’s positive words all
the more motivating. Finally, affiliative lead-
ers are masters at building a sense of belong-
ing. They are, for instance, likely to take their
direct reports out for a meal or a drink, one-on-
one, to see how they’re doing. They will bring
in a cake to celebrate a group accomplishment.
They are natural relationship builders.

Joe Torre, the heart and soul of the New
York Yankees, is a classic affiliative leader. Dur-
ing the 1999 World Series, Torre tended ably to
the psyches of his players as they endured the
emotional pressure cooker of a pennant race.
All season long, he made a special point to
praise Scott Brosius, whose father had died
during the season, for staying committed even
as he mourned. At the celebration party after
the team’s final game, Torre specifically sought
out right fielder Paul O’Neill. Although he had
received the news of his father’s death that
morning, O’Neill chose to play in the decisive
game—and he burst into tears the moment it
ended. Torre made a point of acknowledging
O’Neill’s personal struggle, calling him a “war-
rior.” Torre also used the spotlight of the vic-

tory celebration to praise two players whose re-
turn the following year was threatened by
contract disputes. In doing so, he sent a clear
message to the team and to the club’s owner
that he valued the players immensely—too
much to lose them.

Along with ministering to the emotions of
his people, an affiliative leader may also tend
to his own emotions openly. The year Torre’s
brother was near death awaiting a heart trans-
plant, he shared his worries with his players.
He also spoke candidly with the team about
his treatment for prostate cancer.

The affiliative style’s generally positive im-
pact makes it a good all-weather approach, but
leaders should employ it particularly when try-
ing to build team harmony, increase morale,
improve communication, or repair broken
trust. For instance, one executive in our study
was hired to replace a ruthless team leader.
The former leader had taken credit for his em-
ployees’ work and had attempted to pit them
against one another. His efforts ultimately
failed, but the team he left behind was suspi-
cious and weary. The new executive managed
to mend the situation by unstintingly showing
emotional honesty and rebuilding ties. Several
months in, her leadership had created a re-
newed sense of commitment and energy.

Despite its benefits, the affiliative style
should not be used alone. Its exclusive focus
on praise can allow poor performance to go
uncorrected; employees may perceive that

The leader’s modus operandi

The style in a phrase

Underlying emotional
intelligence competencies

When the style works best

Overall impact on climate

Coercive 

Demands immediate
compliance

“Do what I tell you.”

Drive to achieve, initiative,
self-control

In a crisis, to kick start a
turnaround, or with problem
employees

Negative

Authoritative

Mobilizes people 
toward a vision

“Come with me.”

Self-confidence, empathy,
change catalyst

When changes require a 
new vision, or when a clear
direction is needed

Most strongly positive

Our research found 
that leaders use six 
styles,each springing
from different compo-
nents of emotional 
intelligence.Here is a
summary of the styles,
their origin,when they
work best,and their 
impact on an organiza-
tion’s climate and thus 
its performance.

The Six Leadership Styles at a Glance
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mediocrity is tolerated. And because affilia-
tive leaders rarely offer constructive advice
on how to improve, employees must figure
out how to do so on their own. When people
need clear directives to navigate through
complex challenges, the affiliative style
leaves them rudderless. Indeed, if overly re-
lied on, this style can actually steer a group
to failure. Perhaps that is why many affilia-
tive leaders, including Torre, use this style in
close conjunction with the authoritative
style. Authoritative leaders state a vision, set
standards, and let people know how their
work is furthering the group’s goals. Alter-
nate that with the caring, nurturing ap-
proach of the affiliative leader, and you have
a potent combination.

The Democratic Style. Sister Mary ran a
Catholic school system in a large metropolitan
area. One of the schools—the only private
school in an impoverished neighborhood—
had been losing money for years, and the arch-
diocese could no longer afford to keep it open.
When Sister Mary eventually got the order to
shut it down, she didn’t just lock the doors.
She called a meeting of all the teachers and
staff at the school and explained to them the
details of the financial crisis—the first time
anyone working at the school had been in-
cluded in the business side of the institution.
She asked for their ideas on ways to keep the
school open and on how to handle the closing,
should it come to that. Sister Mary spent

much of her time at the meeting just listening.
She did the same at later meetings for

school parents and for the community and dur-
ing a successive series of meetings for the
school’s teachers and staff. After two months
of meetings, the consensus was clear: the
school would have to close. A plan was made
to transfer students to other schools in the
Catholic system.

The final outcome was no different than if
Sister Mary had gone ahead and closed the
school the day she was told to. But by allowing
the school’s constituents to reach that decision
collectively, Sister Mary received none of the
backlash that would have accompanied such a
move. People mourned the loss of the school,
but they understood its inevitability. Virtually
no one objected.

Compare that with the experiences of a
priest in our research who headed another
Catholic school. He, too, was told to shut it
down. And he did—by fiat. The result was di-
sastrous: parents filed lawsuits, teachers and
parents picketed, and local newspapers ran edi-
torials attacking his decision. It took a year to
resolve the disputes before he could finally go
ahead and close the school.

Sister Mary exemplifies the democratic
style in action—and its benefits. By spending
time getting people’s ideas and buy-in, a
leader builds trust, respect, and commitment.
By letting workers themselves have a say in
decisions that affect their goals and how they

Affiliative

Creates harmony and builds
emotional bonds

“People come first.”

Empathy, building
relationships, communication

To heal rifts in a team or 
to motivate people during
stressful circumstances

Positive

Democratic

Forges consensus through
participation

“What do you think?”

Collaboration, team
leadership, communication

To build buy-in or
consensus, or to get input
from valuable employees

Positive

Pacesetting

Sets high standards for
performance

“Do as I do, now.”

Conscientiousness, drive 
to achieve, initiative

To get quick results from 
a highly motivated and
competent team

Negative

Coaching

Develops people for the 
future

“Try this.”

Developing others, empathy,
self-awareness

To help an employee
improve performance or
develop long-term strengths

Positive
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do their work, the democratic leader drives
up flexibility and responsibility. And by listen-
ing to employees’ concerns, the democratic
leader learns what to do to keep morale high.
Finally, because they have a say in setting
their goals and the standards for evaluating
success, people operating in a democratic sys-
tem tend to be very realistic about what can
and cannot be accomplished.

However, the democratic style has its draw-
backs, which is why its impact on climate is not
as high as some of the other styles. One of its
more exasperating consequences can be end-
less meetings where ideas are mulled over, con-
sensus remains elusive, and the only visible re-
sult is scheduling more meetings. Some
democratic leaders use the style to put off
making crucial decisions, hoping that enough
thrashing things out will eventually yield a
blinding insight. In reality, their people end up
feeling confused and leaderless. Such an ap-
proach can even escalate conflicts.

When does the style work best? This ap-
proach is ideal when a leader is himself uncer-
tain about the best direction to take and needs
ideas and guidance from able employees. And
even if a leader has a strong vision, the demo-
cratic style works well to generate fresh ideas
for executing that vision.

The democratic style, of course, makes
much less sense when employees are not com-
petent or informed enough to offer sound ad-
vice. And it almost goes without saying that
building consensus is wrongheaded in times
of crisis. Take the case of a CEO whose com-
puter company was severely threatened by
changes in the market. He always sought con-
sensus about what to do. As competitors stole
customers and customers’ needs changed, he
kept appointing committees to consider the
situation. When the market made a sudden
shift because of a new technology, the CEO
froze in his tracks. The board replaced him
before he could appoint yet another task
force to consider the situation. The new CEO,
while occasionally democratic and affiliative,
relied heavily on the authoritative style, espe-
cially in his first months.

The Pacesetting Style. Like the coercive
style, the pacesetting style has its place in the
leader’s repertory, but it should be used spar-
ingly. That’s not what we expected to find.
After all, the hallmarks of the pacesetting style
sound admirable. The leader sets extremely

high performance standards and exemplifies
them himself. He is obsessive about doing
things better and faster, and he asks the same
of everyone around him. He quickly pinpoints
poor performers and demands more from
them. If they don’t rise to the occasion, he re-
places them with people who can. You would
think such an approach would improve re-
sults, but it doesn’t.

In fact, the pacesetting style destroys cli-
mate. Many employees feel overwhelmed by
the pacesetter’s demands for excellence, and
their morale drops. Guidelines for working
may be clear in the leader’s head, but she
does not state them clearly; she expects peo-
ple to know what to do and even thinks, “If I
have to tell you, you’re the wrong person for
the job.” Work becomes not a matter of doing
one’s best along a clear course so much as second-
guessing what the leader wants. At the same
time, people often feel that the pacesetter
doesn’t trust them to work in their own way
or to take initiative. Flexibility and responsi-
bility evaporate; work becomes so task fo-
cused and routinized it’s boring.

As for rewards, the pacesetter either gives no
feedback on how people are doing or jumps in
to take over when he thinks they’re lagging.
And if the leader should leave, people feel
directionless—they’re so used to “the expert”
setting the rules. Finally, commitment dwin-
dles under the regime of a pacesetting leader
because people have no sense of how their per-
sonal efforts fit into the big picture.

For an example of the pacesetting style,
take the case of Sam, a biochemist in R&D at
a large pharmaceutical company. Sam’s su-
perb technical expertise made him an early
star: he was the one everyone turned to when
they needed help. Soon he was promoted to
head of a team developing a new product.
The other scientists on the team were as com-
petent and self-motivated as Sam; his métier
as team leader became offering himself as a
model of how to do first-class scientific work
under tremendous deadline pressure, pitch-
ing in when needed. His team completed its
task in record time.

But then came a new assignment: Sam was
put in charge of R&D for his entire division. As
his tasks expanded and he had to articulate a
vision, coordinate projects, delegate responsi-
bility, and help develop others, Sam began to
slip. Not trusting that his subordinates were as
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capable as he was, he became a micromanager,
obsessed with details and taking over for oth-
ers when their performance slackened. Instead
of trusting them to improve with guidance and
development, Sam found himself working
nights and weekends after stepping in to take
over for the head of a floundering research
team. Finally, his own boss suggested, to his re-
lief, that he return to his old job as head of a
product development team.

Although Sam faltered, the pacesetting
style isn’t always a disaster. The approach works
well when all employees are self-motivated,
highly competent, and need little direction or
coordination—for example, it can work for
leaders of highly skilled and self-motivated
professionals, like R&D groups or legal teams.
And, given a talented team to lead, pace-
setting does exactly that: gets work done on
time or even ahead of schedule. Yet like any
leadership style, pacesetting should never be
used by itself.

The Coaching Style. A product unit at a glo-
bal computer company had seen sales plum-
met from twice as much as its competitors to
only half as much. So Lawrence, the president
of the manufacturing division, decided to
close the unit and reassign its people and
products. Upon hearing the news, James, the
head of the doomed unit, decided to go over
his boss’s head and plead his case to the CEO.

What did Lawrence do? Instead of blowing
up at James, he sat down with his rebellious di-
rect report and talked over not just the deci-
sion to close the division but also James’s fu-
ture. He explained to James how moving to
another division would help him develop new
skills. It would make him a better leader and
teach him more about the company’s business.

Lawrence acted more like a counselor than a
traditional boss. He listened to James’s con-
cerns and hopes, and he shared his own. He
said he believed James had grown stale in his
current job; it was, after all, the only place he’d
worked in the company. He predicted that
James would blossom in a new role.

The conversation then took a practical turn.
James had not yet had his meeting with the
CEO—the one he had impetuously demanded
when he heard of his division’s closing. Know-
ing this—and also knowing that the CEO un-
waveringly supported the closing—Lawrence
took the time to coach James on how to
present his case in that meeting. “You don’t get

an audience with the CEO very often,” he
noted, “let’s make sure you impress him with
your thoughtfulness.” He advised James not to
plead his personal case but to focus on the
business unit: “If he thinks you’re in there for
your own glory, he’ll throw you out faster than
you walked through the door.” And he urged
him to put his ideas in writing; the CEO always
appreciated that.

Lawrence’s reason for coaching instead of
scolding? “James is a good guy, very talented
and promising,” the executive explained to us,
“and I don’t want this to derail his career. I
want him to stay with the company, I want
him to work out, I want him to learn, I want
him to benefit and grow. Just because he
screwed up doesn’t mean he’s terrible.”

Lawrence’s actions illustrate the coaching
style par excellence. Coaching leaders help em-
ployees identify their unique strengths and
weaknesses and tie them to their personal and
career aspirations. They encourage employees
to establish long-term development goals and
help them conceptualize a plan for attaining
them. They make agreements with their em-
ployees about their role and responsibilities in
enacting development plans, and they give
plentiful instruction and feedback. Coaching
leaders excel at delegating; they give employ-
ees challenging assignments, even if that
means the tasks won’t be accomplished
quickly. In other words, these leaders are will-
ing to put up with short-term failure if it fur-
thers long-term learning.

Of the six styles, our research found that
the coaching style is used least often. Many
leaders told us they don’t have the time in
this high-pressure economy for the slow and
tedious work of teaching people and helping
them grow. But after a first session, it takes
little or no extra time. Leaders who ignore
this style are passing up a powerful tool: its
impact on climate and performance are
markedly positive.

Admittedly, there is a paradox in coaching’s
positive effect on business performance be-
cause coaching focuses primarily on personal
development, not on immediate work-related
tasks. Even so, coaching improves results. The
reason: it requires constant dialogue, and that
dialogue has a way of pushing up every driver
of climate. Take flexibility. When an employee
knows his boss watches him and cares about
what he does, he feels free to experiment.
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After all, he’s sure to get quick and construc-
tive feedback. Similarly, the ongoing dialogue
of coaching guarantees that people know what
is expected of them and how their work fits
into a larger vision or strategy. That affects re-
sponsibility and clarity. As for commitment,
coaching helps there, too, because the style’s
implicit message is, “I believe in you, I’m in-
vesting in you, and I expect your best efforts.”
Employees very often rise to that challenge
with their heart, mind, and soul.

The coaching style works well in many busi-
ness situations, but it is perhaps most effective
when people on the receiving end are “up for
it.” For instance, the coaching style works par-
ticularly well when employees are already
aware of their weaknesses and would like to
improve their performance. Similarly, the style
works well when employees realize how culti-
vating new abilities can help them advance. In
short, it works best with employees who want
to be coached.

By contrast, the coaching style makes little
sense when employees, for whatever reason,
are resistant to learning or changing their
ways. And it flops if the leader lacks the exper-
tise to help the employee along. The fact is,
many managers are unfamiliar with or simply
inept at coaching, particularly when it comes
to giving ongoing performance feedback that
motivates rather than creates fear or apathy.
Some companies have realized the positive im-
pact of the style and are trying to make it a
core competence. At some companies, a signifi-
cant portion of annual bonuses are tied to an
executive’s development of his or her direct re-
ports. But many organizations have yet to take
full advantage of this leadership style. Al-
though the coaching style may not scream
“bottom-line results,” it delivers them.

 

Leaders Need Many Styles

 

Many studies, including this one, have shown
that the more styles a leader exhibits, the bet-
ter. Leaders who have mastered four or
more—especially the authoritative, demo-
cratic, affiliative, and coaching styles—have
the very best climate and business perfor-
mance. And the most effective leaders switch
flexibly among the leadership styles as
needed. Although that may sound daunting,
we witnessed it more often than you might
guess, at both large corporations and tiny
start-ups, by seasoned veterans who could ex-

plain exactly how and why they lead and by
entrepreneurs who claim to lead by gut alone.

Such leaders don’t mechanically match their
style to fit a checklist of situations—they are
far more fluid. They are exquisitely sensitive to
the impact they are having on others and
seamlessly adjust their style to get the best re-
sults. These are leaders, for example, who can
read in the first minutes of conversation that a
talented but underperforming employee has
been demoralized by an unsympathetic, do-it-
the-way-I-tell-you manager and needs to be in-
spired through a reminder of why her work
matters. Or that leader might choose to reener-
gize the employee by asking her about her
dreams and aspirations and finding ways to
make her job more challenging. Or that initial
conversation might signal that the employee
needs an ultimatum: improve or leave.

For an example of fluid leadership in action,
consider Joan, the general manager of a major
division at a global food and beverage com-
pany. Joan was appointed to her job while the
division was in a deep crisis. It had not made
its profit targets for six years; in the most re-
cent year, it had missed by $50 million. Morale
among the top management team was misera-
ble; mistrust and resentments were rampant.
Joan’s directive from above was clear: turn the
division around.

Joan did so with a nimbleness in switching
among leadership styles that is rare. From the
start, she realized she had a short window to
demonstrate effective leadership and to estab-
lish rapport and trust. She also knew that she
urgently needed to be informed about what
was not working, so her first task was to listen
to key people.

Her first week on the job she had lunch and
dinner meetings with each member of the
management team. Joan sought to get each
person’s understanding of the current situa-
tion. But her focus was not so much on learn-
ing how each person diagnosed the problem as
on getting to know each manager as a person.
Here Joan employed the affiliative style: she
explored their lives, dreams, and aspirations.

She also stepped into the coaching role,
looking for ways she could help the team
members achieve what they wanted in their
careers. For instance, one manager who had
been getting feedback that he was a poor team
player confided his worries to her. He thought
he was a good team member, but he was

Leaders who have 

mastered four or more—

especially the 

authoritative, 

democratic, affiliative, 

and coaching styles—

have the best climate and 

business performance.
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plagued by persistent complaints. Recognizing
that he was a talented executive and a valuable
asset to the company, Joan made an agreement
with him to point out (in private) when his ac-
tions undermined his goal of being seen as a
team player.

She followed the one-on-one conversations
with a three-day off-site meeting. Her goal
here was team building, so that everyone
would own whatever solution for the business
problems emerged. Her initial stance at the off-
site meeting was that of a democratic leader.
She encouraged everyone to express freely
their frustrations and complaints.

The next day, Joan had the group focus on
solutions: each person made three specific pro-
posals about what needed to be done. As Joan
clustered the suggestions, a natural consensus
emerged about priorities for the business, such
as cutting costs. As the group came up with
specific action plans, Joan got the commitment
and buy-in she sought.

With that vision in place, Joan shifted into
the authoritative style, assigning accountability
for each follow-up step to specific executives
and holding them responsible for their accom-
plishment. For example, the division had been
dropping prices on products without increas-
ing its volume. One obvious solution was to
raise prices, but the previous VP of sales had
dithered and had let the problem fester. The
new VP of sales now had responsibility to ad-
just the price points to fix the problem.

Over the following months, Joan’s main
stance was authoritative. She continually artic-
ulated the group’s new vision in a way that re-
minded each member of how his or her role
was crucial to achieving these goals. And, espe-
cially during the first few weeks of the plan’s
implementation, Joan felt that the urgency of
the business crisis justified an occasional shift
into the coercive style should someone fail to
meet his or her responsibility. As she put it, “I
had to be brutal about this follow-up and make
sure this stuff happened. It was going to take
discipline and focus.”

The results? Every aspect of climate im-
proved. People were innovating. They were
talking about the division’s vision and crowing
about their commitment to new, clear goals.
The ultimate proof of Joan’s fluid leadership
style is written in black ink: after only seven
months, her division exceeded its yearly profit
target by $5 million.

 

Expanding Your Repertory

 

Few leaders, of course, have all six styles in
their repertory, and even fewer know when
and how to use them. In fact, as we have
brought the findings of our research into
many organizations, the most common re-
sponses have been, “But I have only two of
those!” and, “I can’t use all those styles. It
wouldn’t be natural.”

Such feelings are understandable, and in
some cases, the antidote is relatively simple.
The leader can build a team with members
who employ styles she lacks. Take the case of a
VP for manufacturing. She successfully ran a
global factory system largely by using the affili-
ative style. She was on the road constantly,
meeting with plant managers, attending to
their pressing concerns, and letting them know
how much she cared about them personally.
She left the division’s strategy—extreme
efficiency—to a trusted lieutenant with a keen
understanding of technology, and she dele-
gated its performance standards to a colleague
who was adept at the authoritative approach.
She also had a pacesetter on her team who al-
ways visited the plants with her.

An alternative approach, and one I would
recommend more, is for leaders to expand
their own style repertories. To do so, leaders
must first understand which emotional intelli-
gence competencies underlie the leadership
styles they are lacking. They can then work as-
siduously to increase their quotient of them.

For instance, an affiliative leader has
strengths in three emotional intelligence com-
petencies: in empathy, in building relation-
ships, and in communication. Empathy—
sensing how people are feeling in the moment—
allows the affiliative leader to respond to
employees in a way that is highly congruent
with that person’s emotions, thus building
rapport. The affiliative leader also displays a
natural ease in forming new relationships,
getting to know someone as a person, and
cultivating a bond. Finally, the outstanding
affiliative leader has mastered the art of in-
terpersonal communication, particularly
in saying just the right thing or making the
apt symbolic gesture at just the right mo-
ment.

So if you are primarily a pacesetting leader
who wants to be able to use the affiliative
style more often, you would need to improve
your level of empathy and, perhaps, your
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skills at building relationships or communi-
cating effectively. As another example, an au-
thoritative leader who wants to add the
democratic style to his repertory might need
to work on the capabilities of collaboration
and communication. Such advice about add-
ing capabilities may seem simplistic—“Go
change yourself”—but enhancing emo-
tional intelligence is entirely possible with
practice. (For more on how to improve emo-

tional intelligence, see the sidebar “Growing
Your Emotional Intelligence.”)

 

More Science, Less Art

 

Like parenthood, leadership will never be
an exact science. But neither should it be a
complete mystery to those who practice it.
In recent years, research has helped parents
understand the genetic, psychological, and
behavioral components that affect their

 

Growing Your Emotional Intelligence

 

Unlike IQ, which is largely genetic—it 
changes little from childhood—the skills of 
emotional intelligence can be learned at any 
age. It’s not easy, however. Growing your 
emotional intelligence takes practice and 
commitment. But the payoffs are well worth 
the investment.

Consider the case of a marketing director 
for a division of a global food company. Jack, 
as I’ll call him, was a classic pacesetter: high-
energy, always striving to find better ways to 
get things done, and too eager to step in and 
take over when, say, someone seemed about 
to miss a deadline. Worse, Jack was prone to 
pounce on anyone who didn’t seem to meet 
his standards, flying off the handle if a person 
merely deviated from completing a job in the 
order Jack thought best.

Jack’s leadership style had a predictably di-
sastrous impact on climate and business re-
sults. After two years of stagnant performance, 
Jack’s boss suggested he seek out a coach. Jack 
wasn’t pleased but, realizing his own job was 
on the line, he complied.

The coach, an expert in teaching people 
how to increase their emotional intelligence, 
began with a 360-degree evaluation of Jack. A 
diagnosis from multiple viewpoints is essen-
tial in improving emotional intelligence be-
cause those who need the most help usually 
have blind spots. In fact, our research found 
that top-performing leaders overestimate 
their strengths on, at most, one emotional in-
telligence ability, whereas poor performers 
overrate themselves on four or more. Jack was 
not that far off, but he did rate himself more 
glowingly than his direct reports, who gave 
him especially low grades on emotional self-
control and empathy.

Initially, Jack had some trouble accepting 

the feedback data. But when his coach showed 
him how those weaknesses were tied to his in-
ability to display leadership styles dependent 
on those competencies—especially the au-
thoritative, affiliative, and coaching styles—
Jack realized he had to improve if he wanted 
to advance in the company. Making such a 
connection is essential. The reason: improving 
emotional intelligence isn’t done in a weekend 
or during a seminar—it takes diligent practice 
on the job, over several months. If people do 
not see the value of the change, they will not 
make that effort.

Once Jack zeroed in on areas for improve-
ment and committed himself to making the 
effort, he and his coach worked up a plan to 
turn his day-to-day job into a learning labora-
tory. For instance, Jack discovered he was em-
pathetic when things were calm, but in a cri-
sis, he tuned out others. This tendency 
hampered his ability to listen to what people 
were telling him in the very moments he most 
needed to do so. Jack’s plan required him to 
focus on his behavior during tough situations. 
As soon as he felt himself tensing up, his job 
was to immediately step back, let the other 
person speak, and then ask clarifying ques-
tions. The point was to not act judgmental or 
hostile under pressure.

The change didn’t come easily, but with 
practice Jack learned to defuse his flare-ups by 
entering into a dialogue instead of launching 
a harangue. Although he didn’t always agree 
with them, at least he gave people a chance to 
make their case. At the same time, Jack also 
practiced giving his direct reports more posi-
tive feedback and reminding them of how 
their work contributed to the group’s mission. 
And he restrained himself from microman-
aging them.

Jack met with his coach every week or two 
to review his progress and get advice on specific 
problems. For instance, occasionally Jack would 
find himself falling back on his old pacesetting 
tactics—cutting people off, jumping in to take 
over, and blowing up in a rage. Almost imme-
diately, he would regret it. So he and his coach 
dissected those relapses to figure out what 
triggered the old ways and what to do the next 
time a similar moment arose. Such “relapse 
prevention” measures inoculate people 
against future lapses or just giving up. Over a 
six-month period, Jack made real improve-
ment. His own records showed he had re-
duced the number of flare-ups from one or 
more a day at the beginning to just one or two 
a month. The climate had improved sharply, 
and the division’s numbers were starting to 
creep upward.

Why does improving an emotional intelli-
gence competence take months rather than 
days? Because the emotional centers of the 
brain, not just the neocortex, are involved. The 
neocortex, the thinking brain that learns tech-
nical skills and purely cognitive abilities, gains 
knowledge very quickly, but the emotional 
brain does not. To master a new behavior, the 
emotional centers need repetition and prac-
tice. Improving your emotional intelligence, 
then, is akin to changing your habits. Brain 
circuits that carry leadership habits have to 
unlearn the old ones and replace them with 
the new. The more often a behavioral se-
quence is repeated, the stronger the underly-
ing brain circuits become. At some point, the 
new neural pathways become the brain’s de-
fault option. When that happened, Jack was 
able to go through the paces of leadership ef-
fortlessly, using styles that worked for him—
and the whole company.
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“job performance.” With our new research,
leaders, too, can get a clearer picture of
what it takes to lead effectively. And per-
haps as important, they can see how they
can make that happen.

The business environment is continually
changing, and a leader must respond in kind.
Hour to hour, day to day, week to week, execu-
tives must play their leadership styles like a pro—
using the right one at just the right time and in

the right measure. The payoff is in the results.
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What Makes a Leader?

 

by Daniel Goleman

 

Harvard Business Review

 

November–December 1998
Product no. R0401H

 

“Leadership That Gets Results” is Goleman’s 
follow-up to this article. A study of 200 global 
companies reveals that soft skills have a lot 
to do with emotional intelligence, which, 
Goleman argues, is the key component of 
leadership. Emotional intelligence com-
prises self-awareness, self-regulation, motiva-
tion, empathy, and social skill. In the work-
place, it manifests itself not simply in the 
ability to control your temper or get along 
with others. Rather, it involves knowing your 
own and your colleagues’ emotional makeup 
well enough to be able to move people in di-
rections that help accomplish company 
goals. Emotional intelligence isn’t just an in-
nate talent, Goleman insists—it can be mea-
sured, learned, and developed.

The Ways Chief Executive Officers Lead

 

by Charles M. Farkas and Suzy Wetlaufer

 

Harvard Business Review

 

May–June 1996
Product no. 96303

 

Goleman pinpoints emotional intelligence as 
the key element of successful leadership; Far-
kas and Wetlaufer zero in on the leader’s fo-
cus. Whereas Goleman emphasizes matching 
the leadership style to a particular business 
situation, Farkas and Wetlaufer concentrate 
on the particular approach that leaders 
choose. The authors interviewed 160 CEOs 
around the world, inquiring about their atti-
tudes, activities, and perspectives. Instead of 
uncovering 160 different leadership styles, 
they found only five, each with a singular fo-
cus: strategy, people, expertise, controls, or 
change. For example, CEOs who focus on 
strategy “believe that their most important 
job is to create, test, and design the imple-
mentation of long-term strategy.” CEOs who 

use the “box approach” believe “they can add 
the most value in their organizations by cre-
ating, communicating, and monitoring an 
explicit set of controls—financial, cultural, or 
both—that ensure uniform, predictable be-
haviors for customers and employees.”

What Effective General Managers Really 
Do

 

by John P. Kotter

 

Harvard Business Review

 

March–April 1999
Product no. 99208

 

Managers who carefully control their time 
and work within highly structured environ-
ments may be undermining their effective-
ness. Kotter demonstrates how such seem-
ingly wasteful activities as chatting in 
hallways and holding impromptu meetings 
can actually be a very efficient way of man-
aging. When he describes the two funda-
mental challenges managers face—figuring 
out what to do in the midst of an enormous 
amount of potentially relevant information 
and getting things done through a large 
and diverse set of people, most of whom 
the manager has no direct control over—
Kotter shows some awareness of the emo-
tional intelligence these challenges call for. 
But his primary point is about managers tak-
ing a strategic approach to the tactical issue 
of handling their schedules and interac-
tions. He advises managers to develop flexi-
ble agendas and broad networks of people. 
Flexible agendas enable managers to react 
opportunistically to the flow of events 
around them. And with broad networks, 
even quick and pointed conversations can 
help extend managers’ reach well beyond 
their formal chain of command.
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Imagine your workforce so motivated that 
employees relish more hours of work, not 
fewer, initiate increased responsibility them-
selves, and boast about their challenging 
work, not their paychecks or bonuses.

An impossible dream? Not if you under-
stand the counterintuitive force behind 
motivation—and the ineffectiveness of 
most performance incentives. Despite 
media attention to the contrary, motivation 
does not come from perks, plush offices, or 
even promotions or pay. These extrinsic 
incentives may stimulate people to put 
their noses to the grindstone—but they’ll 
likely perform only as long as it takes to 
get that next raise or promotion.

The truth? You and your organization have 
only limited power to motivate employees. 
Yes, unfair salaries may damage morale. But 
when you do offer fat paychecks and other 
extrinsic incentives, people won’t necessarily 
work harder or smarter.

Why? Most of us are motivated by intrinsic 
rewards: interesting, challenging work, and 
the opportunity to achieve and grow into 
greater responsibility.

Of course, you have to provide some 
extrinsic incentives. After all, few of us can 
afford to work for no salary. But the real key 
to motivating your employees is enabling 
them to activate their own internal genera-
tors. Otherwise, you’ll be stuck trying to 
recharge their batteries yourself—again 
and again.

How do you help employees charge them-
selves up? Enrich their jobs by applying 
these principles:

• Increase individuals’ accountability for their 
work by removing some controls.

• Give people responsibility for a complete 
process or unit of work.

• Make information available directly to 
employees rather than sending it 
through their managers first.

• Enable people to take on new, more diffi-
cult tasks they haven’t handled before.

• Assign individuals specialized tasks that 
allow them to become experts.

The payoff? Employees gain an enhanced 
sense of responsibility and achievement, 
along with new opportunities to learn and 
grow—continually.

Example:
A large firm began enriching stockholder 
correspondents’ jobs by appointing subject-
matter experts within each unit—then 
encouraging other unit members to 
consult with them before seeking supervisory 
help. It also held correspondents person-
ally responsible for their communications’ 
quality and quantity. Supervisors who 
had proofread and signed all letters 
now checked only 10% of them. And 
rather than harping on production 
quotas, supervisors no longer discussed 
daily quantities.

These deceptively modest changes paid 
big dividends: Within six months, the 
correspondents’ motivation soared—as 
measured by their answers to questions 
such as “How many opportunities do you 
feel you have in your job for making 
worthwhile contributions?” Equally 
valuable, their performance noticeably 
improved, as measured by their commu-

nications’ quality and accuracy, and their 
speed of response to stockholders.

Job enrichment isn’t easy. Managers may 
initially fear that they’ll no longer be 
needed once their direct reports take on 
more responsibility. Employees will likely re-
quire time to master new tasks and challenges.

But managers will eventually rediscover their 
real functions, for example, developing staff 
rather than simply checking their work. And 
employees’ enthusiasm and commitment will 
ultimately rise—along with your company’s 
overall performance.

page 19



 

B

 

EST

 

 

 

OF

 

 HBR

 

One More Time

 

How Do You Motivate Employees?

 

by Frederick Herzberg

 

harvard business review • january 2003

 

C
O

P
YR

IG
H

T
 ©

 2
00

2 
H

A
R

V
A

R
D

 B
U

SI
N

E
SS

 S
C

H
O

O
L 

P
U

B
LI

SH
IN

G
 C

O
R

P
O

R
A

T
IO

N
. A

LL
 R

IG
H

T
S 

R
E

SE
R

V
E

D
.

 

Forget praise. Forget punishment. Forget cash. You need to make their 

jobs more interesting.

 

When Frederick Herzberg researched the sources 
of employee motivation during the 1950s and 
1960s, he discovered a dichotomy that stills in-
trigues (and baffles) managers: The things that 
make people satisfied and motivated on the job 
are different in kind from the things that make 
them dissatisfied.

Ask workers what makes them unhappy at 
work, and you’ll hear about an annoying boss, a 
low salary, an uncomfortable work space, or stu-
pid rules. Managed badly, environmental factors 
make people miserable, and they can certainly be 
demotivating. But even if managed brilliantly, 
they don’t motivate anybody to work much 
harder or smarter. People are motivated, in-
stead, by interesting work, challenge, and in-
creasing responsibility. These intrinsic factors 
answer people’s deep-seated need for growth 
and achievement.

Herzberg’s work influenced a generation of 
scholars and managers—but his conclusions 
don’t seem to have fully penetrated the American 
workplace, if the extraordinary attention still 
paid to compensation and incentive packages is 
any indication.

 

How many articles, books, speeches, and
workshops have pleaded plaintively, “How do
I get an employee to do what I want?”

The psychology of motivation is tremen-
dously complex, and what has been unraveled
with any degree of assurance is small in-
deed. But the dismal ratio of knowledge to
speculation has not dampened the enthusiasm
for new forms of snake oil that are constantly
coming on the market, many of them with
academic testimonials. Doubtless this arti-
cle will have no depressing impact on the
market for snake oil, but since the ideas
expressed in it have been tested in many
corporations and other organizations, it will
help—I hope—to redress the imbalance in
the aforementioned ratio.

 

“Motivating” with KITA

 

In lectures to industry on the problem, I have
found that the audiences are usually anxious
for quick and practical answers, so I will begin
with a straightforward, practical formula for
moving people.
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What is the simplest, surest, and most di-
rect way of getting someone to do some-
thing? Ask? But if the person responds that
he or she does not want to do it, then that
calls for psychological consultation to deter-
mine the reason for such obstinacy. Tell the
person? The response shows that he or she
does not understand you, and now an expert
in communication methods has to be
brought in to show you how to get through.
Give the person a monetary incentive? I do
not need to remind the reader of the complexity
and difficulty involved in setting up and
administering an incentive system. Show the
person? This means a costly training program.
We need a simple way.

Every audience contains the “direct action”
manager who shouts, “Kick the person!” And
this type of manager is right. The surest and
least circumlocuted way of getting someone to
do something is to administer a kick in the
pants—to give what might be called the KITA.

There are various forms of KITA, and here
are some of them:

Negative Physical KITA. This is a literal
application of the term and was frequently
used in the past. It has, however, three major
drawbacks: 1) It is inelegant; 2) it contradicts
the precious image of benevolence that most
organizations cherish; and 3) since it is a
physical attack, it directly stimulates the auto-
nomic nervous system, and this often results
in negative feedback—the employee may just
kick you in return. These factors give rise to
certain taboos against negative physical KITA.

In uncovering infinite sources of psycho-
logical vulnerabilities and the appropriate
methods to play tunes on them, psycholo-
gists have come to the rescue of those who
are no longer permitted to use negative
physical KITA. “He took my rug away”; “I
wonder what she meant by that”; “The boss is
always going around me”—these symptomatic
expressions of ego sores that have been
rubbed raw are the result of application of:

Negative Psychological KITA. This has sev-
eral advantages over negative physical KITA.
First, the cruelty is not visible; the bleeding is
internal and comes much later. Second, since
it affects the higher cortical centers of the
brain with its inhibitory powers, it reduces
the possibility of physical backlash. Third,
since the number of psychological pains that
a person can feel is almost infinite, the direc-

tion and site possibilities of the KITA are
increased many times. Fourth, the person
administering the kick can manage to be
above it all and let the system accomplish the
dirty work. Fifth, those who practice it receive
some ego satisfaction (one-upmanship),
whereas they would find drawing blood
abhorrent. Finally, if the employee does com-
plain, he or she can always be accused of
being paranoid; there is no tangible evidence
of an actual attack.

Now, what does negative KITA accomplish?
If I kick you in the rear (physically or psycho-
logically), who is motivated? I am motivated;
you move! Negative KITA does not lead to
motivation, but to movement. So:

Positive KITA. Let us consider motivation.
If I say to you, “Do this for me or the com-
pany, and in return I will give you a reward,
an incentive, more status, a promotion, all
the quid pro quos that exist in the industrial
organization,” am I motivating you? The
overwhelming opinion I receive from man-
agement people is, “Yes, this is motivation.”

I have a year-old schnauzer. When it was a
small puppy and I wanted it to move, I kicked
it in the rear and it moved. Now that I have
finished its obedience training, I hold up a
dog biscuit when I want the schnauzer to
move. In this instance, who is motivated—I or
the dog? The dog wants the biscuit, but it is I
who want it to move. Again, I am the one
who is motivated, and the dog is the one who
moves. In this instance all I did was apply
KITA frontally; I exerted a pull instead of a
push. When industry wishes to use such posi-
tive KITAs, it has available an incredible num-
ber and variety of dog biscuits (jelly beans for
humans) to wave in front of employees to get
them to jump.

 

Myths About Motivation

 

Why is KITA not motivation? If I kick my dog
(from the front or the back), he will move.
And when I want him to move again, what
must I do? I must kick him again. Similarly, I
can charge a person’s battery, and then re-
charge it, and recharge it again. But it is only
when one has a generator of one’s own that we
can talk about motivation. One then needs no
outside stimulation. One wants to do it.

With this in mind, we can review some
positive KITA personnel practices that were
developed as attempts to instill “motivation”:

 

Frederick Herzberg,

 

 Distinguished 
Professor of Management at the Uni-
versity of Utah in Salt Lake City, was 
head of the department of psychology 
at Case Western Reserve University in 
Cleveland when he wrote this article. 
His writings include the book Work and 
the Nature of Man (World, 1966).
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1. Reducing Time Spent at Work. 

 

This rep-
resents a marvelous way of motivating peo-
ple to work—getting them off the job! We
have reduced (formally and informally) the
time spent on the job over the last 50 or 60
years until we are finally on the way to the
“6-day weekend.” An interesting variant of
this approach is the development of off-hour
recreation programs. The philosophy here
seems to be that those who play to-
gether, work together. The fact is that mo-
tivated people seek more hours of work, not
fewer.

2. Spiraling Wages. Have these motivated
people? Yes, to seek the next wage increase.
Some medievalists still can be heard to say
that a good depression will get employees
moving. They feel that if rising wages don’t or
won’t do the job, reducing them will.

3. Fringe Benefits. Industry has outdone
the most welfare-minded of welfare states in
dispensing cradle-to-the-grave succor. One
company I know of had an informal “fringe
benefit of the month club” going for a while.
The cost of fringe benefits in this country has
reached approximately 25% of the wage
dollar, and we still cry for motivation.

People spend less time working for more
money and more security than ever before,
and the trend cannot be reversed. These bene-
fits are no longer rewards; they are rights. A
6-day week is inhuman, a 10-hour day is
exploitation, extended medical coverage is a
basic decency, and stock options are the
salvation of American initiative. Unless the
ante is continuously raised, the psychological
reaction of employees is that the company is
turning back the clock.

When industry began to realize that both
the economic nerve and the lazy nerve of
their employees had insatiable appetites, it
started to listen to the behavioral scientists
who, more out of a humanist tradition than
from scientific study, criticized management
for not knowing how to deal with people.
The next KITA easily followed.

4. Human Relations Training. More than
30 years of teaching and, in many instances,
of practicing psychological approaches to
handling people have resulted in costly
human relations programs and, in the end,
the same question: How do you motivate
workers? Here, too, escalations have taken
place. Thirty years ago it was necessary to

request, “Please don’t spit on the floor.”
Today the same admonition requires three
“pleases” before the employee feels that a
superior has demonstrated the psychologi-
cally proper attitude.

The failure of human relations training to
produce motivation led to the conclusion
that supervisors or managers themselves
were not psychologically true to themselves
in their practice of interpersonal decency. So
an advanced form of human relations KITA,
sensitivity training, was unfolded.

5. Sensitivity Training. Do you really, really
understand yourself? Do you really, really,
really trust other people? Do you really, really,
really, really cooperate? The failure of sensitivity
training is now being explained, by those who
have become opportunistic exploiters of the
technique, as a failure to really (five times)
conduct proper sensitivity training courses.

With the realization that there are only tem-
porary gains from comfort and economic and
interpersonal KITA, personnel managers con-
cluded that the fault lay not in what they were
doing, but in the employee’s failure to appreci-
ate what they were doing. This opened up
the field of communications, a new area of
“scientifically” sanctioned KITA.

6. Communications. The professor of com-
munications was invited to join the faculty of
management training programs and help in
making employees understand what manage-
ment was doing for them. House organs,
briefing sessions, supervisory instruction on
the importance of communication, and all
sorts of propaganda have proliferated until
today there is even an International Council
of Industrial Editors. But no motivation
resulted, and the obvious thought occurred
that perhaps management was not hearing
what the employees were saying. That led to
the next KITA.

7. Two-Way Communication. Management
ordered morale surveys, suggestion plans,
and group participation programs. Then both
management and employees were communi-
cating and listening to each other more
than ever, but without much improvement
in motivation.

The behavioral scientists began to take
another look at their conceptions and their
data, and they took human relations one step
further. A glimmer of truth was beginning to
show through in the writings of the so-called

Have spiraling wages 

motivated people? Yes, to 

seek the next wage 

increase.
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higher-order-need psychologists. People, so
they said, want to actualize themselves.
Unfortunately, the “actualizing” psycholo-
gists got mixed up with the human relations
psychologists, and a new KITA emerged.

8. Job Participation. Though it may not
have been the theoretical intention, job
participation often became a “give them the
big picture” approach. For example, if a man
is tightening 10,000 nuts a day on an assem-
bly line with a torque wrench, tell him he is
building a Chevrolet. Another approach had
the goal of giving employees a “feeling” that
they are determining, in some measure, what
they do on the job. The goal was to provide a
sense of achievement rather than a substantive
achievement in the task. Real achievement,
of course, requires a task that makes it possible.

But still there was no motivation. This led to
the inevitable conclusion that the employees
must be sick, and therefore to the next KITA.

9. Employee Counseling. The initial use of
this form of KITA in a systematic fashion can
be credited to the Hawthorne experiment of
the Western Electric Company during the
early 1930s. At that time, it was found that
the employees harbored irrational feelings
that were interfering with the rational opera-
tion of the factory. Counseling in this in-
stance was a means of letting the employees
unburden themselves by talking to someone
about their problems. Although the counsel-
ing techniques were primitive, the program
was large indeed.

The counseling approach suffered as a result
of experiences during World War II, when
the programs themselves were found to be
interfering with the operation of the organi-
zations; the counselors had forgotten their
role of benevolent listeners and were attempt-
ing to do something about the problems that
they heard about. Psychological counseling,
however, has managed to survive the nega-
tive impact of World War II experiences and
today is beginning to flourish with renewed
sophistication. But, alas, many of these pro-
grams, like all the others, do not seem to
have lessened the pressure of demands to
find out how to motivate workers.

Since KITA results only in short-term
movement, it is safe to predict that the cost
of these programs will increase steadily and
new varieties will be developed as old posi-
tive KITAs reach their satiation points.

 

Hygiene vs. Motivators

 

Let me rephrase the perennial question this
way: How do you install a generator in an
employee? A brief review of my motivation-
hygiene theory of job attitudes is required
before theoretical and practical suggestions
can be offered. The theory was first drawn
from an examination of events in the lives of
engineers and accountants. At least 16 other
investigations, using a wide variety of popu-
lations (including some in the Communist
countries), have since been completed, making
the original research one of the most repli-
cated studies in the field of job attitudes.

The findings of these studies, along with
corroboration from many other investigations
using different procedures, suggest that the
factors involved in producing job satisfaction
(and motivation) are separate and distinct
from the factors that lead to job dissatisfac-
tion. (See Exhibit 1, which is further explained
below.) Since separate factors need to be con-
sidered, depending on whether job satisfac-
tion or job dissatisfaction is being examined,
it follows that these two feelings are not
opposites of each other. The opposite of job
satisfaction is not job dissatisfaction but,
rather, no job satisfaction; and similarly, the
opposite of job dissatisfaction is not job satis-
faction, but no job dissatisfaction.

Stating the concept presents a problem in
semantics, for we normally think of satisfac-
tion and dissatisfaction as opposites; i.e., what
is not satisfying must be dissatisfying, and
vice versa. But when it comes to understand-
ing the behavior of people in their jobs, more
than a play on words is involved.

Two different needs of human beings are in-
volved here. One set of needs can be thought
of as stemming from humankind’s animal
nature—the built-in drive to avoid pain from
the environment, plus all the learned drives
that become conditioned to the basic biologi-
cal needs. For example, hunger, a basic biologi-
cal drive, makes it necessary to earn money,
and then money becomes a specific drive. The
other set of needs relates to that unique
human characteristic, the ability to achieve
and, through achievement, to experience psy-
chological growth. The stimuli for the growth
needs are tasks that induce growth; in the in-
dustrial setting, they are the job content. Con-
trariwise, the stimuli inducing pain-avoidance
behavior are found in the job environment.

The opposite of job 

dissatisfaction is not job 

satisfaction, but no job 

dissatisfaction.
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that led to extreme dissatisfaction

Exhibit 1

Factors affecting job attitudes as reported in 12 investigations

Factors characterizing ,753 events on the job
that led to extreme satisfaction

Hygiene 1969

Motivators 8131

Total of all factors 
contributing to job

dissatisfaction

Total of all factors 
contributing to job
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Percentage frequency
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The growth or 

 

motivator

 

 factors that are
intrinsic to the job are: achievement, recog-
nition for achievement, the work itself, re-
sponsibility, and growth or advancement.
The dissatisfaction-avoidance or hygiene (KITA)
factors that are extrinsic to the job include:
company policy and administration, supervi-
sion, interpersonal relationships, working
conditions, salary, status, and security.

A composite of the factors that are in-
volved in causing job satisfaction and job dis-
satisfaction, drawn from samples of 1,685
employees, is shown in Exhibit 1. The results
indicate that motivators were the primary
cause of satisfaction, and hygiene factors the
primary cause of unhappiness on the job.
The employees, studied in 12 different inves-
tigations, included lower level supervisors,
professional women, agricultural administra-
tors, men about to retire from management
positions, hospital maintenance personnel,
manufacturing supervisors, nurses, food han-
dlers, military officers, engineers, scientists,
housekeepers, teachers, technicians, female
assemblers, accountants, Finnish foremen,
and Hungarian engineers.

They were asked what job events had
occurred in their work that had led to ex-
treme satisfaction or extreme dissatisfaction
on their part. Their responses are broken
down in the exhibit into percentages of total
“positive” job events and of total “negative”
job events. (The figures total more than 100%
on both the “hygiene” and “motivators” sides
because often at least two factors can be
attributed to a single event; advancement,
for instance, often accompanies assumption
of responsibility.)

To illustrate, a typical response involving
achievement that had a negative effect for
the employee was, “I was unhappy because I
didn’t do the job successfully.” A typical re-
sponse in the small number of positive job
events in the company policy and adminis-
tration grouping was, “I was happy because
the company reorganized the section so that
I didn’t report any longer to the guy I didn’t
get along with.”

As the lower right-hand part of the exhibit
shows, of all the factors contributing to job
satisfaction, 81% were motivators. And of all
the factors contributing to the employees’
dissatisfaction over their work, 69% involved
hygiene elements.

Eternal Triangle. There are three general
philosophies of personnel management. The
first is based on organizational theory, the
second on industrial engineering, and the
third on behavioral science.

Organizational theorists believe that human
needs are either so irrational or so varied and
adjustable to specific situations that the major
function of personnel management is to be as
pragmatic as the occasion demands. If jobs are
organized in a proper manner, they reason, the
result will be the most efficient job structure,
and the most favorable job attitudes will follow
as a matter of course.

Industrial engineers hold that humankind
is mechanistically oriented and economically
motivated and that human needs are best
met by attuning the individual to the most
efficient work process. The goal of personnel
management therefore should be to concoct
the most appropriate incentive system and to
design the specific working conditions in a
way that facilitates the most efficient use of
the human machine. By structuring jobs in a
manner that leads to the most efficient opera-
tion, engineers believe that they can obtain
the optimal organization of work and the
proper work attitudes.

Behavioral scientists focus on group senti-
ments, attitudes of individual employees, and
the organization’s social and psychological
climate. This persuasion emphasizes one or
more of the various hygiene and motivator
needs. Its approach to personnel manage-
ment is generally to emphasize some form of
human relations education, in the hope of in-
stilling healthy employee attitudes and an or-
ganizational climate that is considered to be
felicitous to human values. The belief is that
proper attitudes will lead to efficient job and
organizational structure.

There is always a lively debate concerning
the overall effectiveness of the approaches of
organizational theorists and industrial engi-
neers. Manifestly, both have achieved much.
But the nagging question for behavioral sci-
entists has been: What is the cost in human
problems that eventually cause more ex-
pense to the organization—for instance,
turnover, absenteeism, errors, violation of
safety rules, strikes, restriction of output,
higher wages, and greater fringe benefits?
On the other hand, behavioral scientists are
hard put to document much manifest im-
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provement in personnel management, using
their approach.

The motivation-hygiene theory suggests
that work be enriched to bring about effective
utilization of personnel. Such a systematic
attempt to motivate employees by manipulat-
ing the motivator factors is just beginning. The
term job enrichment describes this embryonic
movement. An older term, job enlargement,
should be avoided because it is associated
with past failures stemming from a misunder-
standing of the problem. Job enrichment
provides the opportunity for the employee’s
psychological growth, while job enlargement
merely makes a job structurally bigger. Since
scientific job enrichment is very new, this
article only suggests the principles and practical
steps that have recently emerged from several
successful experiments in industry.

Job Loading. In attempting to enrich cer-
tain jobs, management often reduces the per-
sonal contribution of employees rather than
giving them opportunities for growth in their
accustomed jobs. Such endeavors, which I
shall call horizontal job loading (as opposed
to vertical loading, or providing motivator
factors), have been the problem of earlier job
enlargement programs. Job loading merely
enlarges the meaninglessness of the job.

Some examples of this approach, and their
effect, are:

• Challenging the employee by increasing
the amount of production expected. If each
tightens 10,000 bolts a day, see if each can
tighten 20,000 bolts a day. The arithmetic in-
volved shows that multiplying zero by zero still
equals zero.

• Adding another meaningless task to the
existing one, usually some routine clerical
activity. The arithmetic here is adding zero
to zero.

• Rotating the assignments of a number of
jobs that need to be enriched. This means
washing dishes for a while, then washing silver-
ware. The arithmetic is substituting one zero
for another zero.

• Removing the most difficult parts of the
assignment in order to free the worker to ac-
complish more of the less challenging assign-
ments. This traditional industrial engineering
approach amounts to subtraction in the hope
of accomplishing addition.

These are common forms of horizontal load-
ing that frequently come up in preliminary
brainstorming sessions of job enrichment. The
principles of vertical loading have not all been
worked out as yet, and they remain rather
general, but I have furnished seven useful

Exhibit 2

Principles of vertical job loading

Principle

A. Removing some controls while retaining 
accountability

B. Increasing the accountability of individuals
for own work

C. Giving a person a complete natural unit 
of work (module, division, area, and so on)

D. Granting additional authority to employees
in their activity; job freedom

E. Making periodic reports directly available
to the workers themselves rather than to
supervisors

F. Introducing new and more difficult tasks 
not previously handled

G. Assigning individuals specific or specialized
tasks, enabling them to become experts

Motivators involved

Responsibility and personal 
achievement

Responsibility and recognition

Responsibility, achievement,
and recognition

Responsibility, achievement,
and recognition

Internal recognition

Growth and learning

Responsibility, growth,
and advancement
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starting points for consideration in Exhibit 2.

 

A Successful Application. 

 

An example from
a highly successful job enrichment experi-
ment can illustrate the distinction between
horizontal and vertical loading of a job. The
subjects of this study were the stockholder
correspondents employed by a very large
corporation. Seemingly, the task required of
these carefully selected and highly trained
correspondents was quite complex and
challenging. But almost all indexes of perfor-
mance and job attitudes were low, and exit
interviewing confirmed that the challenge of
the job existed merely as words.

A job enrichment project was initiated in
the form of an experiment with one group,
designated as an achieving unit, having its job
enriched by the principles described in Exhibit
2. A control group continued to do its job in
the traditional way. (There were also two “un-
committed” groups of correspondents formed
to measure the so-called Hawthorne effect—

that is, to gauge whether productivity and atti-
tudes toward the job changed artificially
merely because employees sensed that the
company was paying more attention to them
in doing something different or novel. The
results for these groups were substantially the
same as for the control group, and for the sake
of simplicity I do not deal with them in this
summary.) No changes in hygiene were intro-
duced for either group other than those that
would have been made anyway, such as
normal pay increases.

The changes for the achieving unit were
introduced in the first two months, averag-
ing one per week of the seven motivators
listed in Exhibit 2. At the end of six months
the members of the achieving unit were
found to be outperforming their counter-
parts in the control group and, in addition,
indicated a marked increase in their liking
for their jobs. Other results showed that the
achieving group had lower absenteeism and,
subsequently, a much higher rate of promotion.

Exhibit 3 illustrates the changes in perfor-
mance, measured in February and March,
before the study period began, and at the
end of each month of the study period. The
shareholder service index represents quality
of letters, including accuracy of information,
and speed of response to stockholders’ let-
ters of inquiry. The index of a current month
was averaged into the average of the two
prior months, which means that improve-
ment was harder to obtain if the indexes of
the previous months were low. The “achievers”
were performing less well before the six-
month period started, and their perfor-
mance service index continued to decline
after the introduction of the motivators,
evidently because of uncertainty after their
newly granted responsibilities. In the third
month, however, performance improved,
and soon the members of this group had
reached a high level of accomplishment.

Exhibit 4 shows the two groups’ attitudes
toward their job, measured at the end of
March, just before the first motivator was in-
troduced, and again at the end of September.
The correspondents were asked 16 questions,
all involving motivation. A typical one was,
“As you see it, how many opportunities do
you feel that you have in your job for making
worthwhile contributions?” The answers
were scaled from 1 to 5, with 80 as the maxi-
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Exhibit 4

Change in attitudes toward tasks 
in company experiment
Mean scores at begining and end of six-month period
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mum possible score. The achievers became
much more positive about their job, while the
attitude of the control unit remained about
the same (the drop is not statistically significant).

How was the job of these correspondents
restructured? Exhibit 5 lists the suggestions
made that were deemed to be horizontal
loading, and the actual vertical loading
changes that were incorporated in the job
of the achieving unit. The capital letters
under “Principle” after “Vertical Loading”
refer to the corresponding letters in Exhibit
2. The reader will note that the rejected
forms of horizontal loading correspond
closely to the list of common manifestations
I mentioned earlier.

 

Steps for Job Enrichment

 

Now that the motivator idea has been de-
scribed in practice, here are the steps that
managers should take in instituting the
principle with their employees:

1. Select those jobs in which a) the invest-
ment in industrial engineering does not make
changes too costly, b) attitudes are poor, c)
hygiene is becoming very costly, and d) moti-
vation will make a difference in performance.

2. Approach these jobs with the conviction

that they can be changed. Years of tradition
have led managers to believe that job content
is sacrosanct and the only scope of action that
they have is in ways of stimulating people.

3. Brainstorm a list of changes that may enrich
the jobs, without concern for their practicality.

4. Screen the list to eliminate suggestions that
involve hygiene, rather than actual motivation.

5. Screen the list for generalities, such as
“give them more responsibility,” that are
rarely followed in practice. This might seem
obvious, but the motivator words have never
left industry; the substance has just been
rationalized and organized out. Words like
“responsibility,” “growth,” “achievement,” and
“challenge,” for example, have been elevated
to the lyrics of the patriotic anthem for all
organizations. It is the old problem typified by
the pledge of allegiance to the flag being
more important than contributions to the
country—of following the form, rather than
the substance.

6. Screen the list to eliminate any horizontal
loading suggestions.

7. Avoid direct participation by the employ-
ees whose jobs are to be enriched. Ideas they
have expressed previously certainly constitute
a valuable source for recommended changes,
but their direct involvement contaminates
the process with human relations hygiene and,
more specifically, gives them only a sense of
making a contribution. The job is to be
changed, and it is the content that will pro-
duce the motivation, not attitudes about
being involved or the challenge inherent in
setting up a job. That process will be over
shortly, and it is what the employees will be
doing from then on that will determine their
motivation. A sense of participation will result
only in short-term movement.

8. In the initial attempts at job enrichment,
set up a controlled experiment. At least two
equivalent groups should be chosen, one an
experimental unit in which the motivators are
systematically introduced over a period of
time, and the other one a control group in
which no changes are made. For both groups,
hygiene should be allowed to follow its natu-
ral course for the duration of the experiment.
Pre- and post-installation tests of performance
and job attitudes are necessary to evaluate
the effectiveness of the job enrichment pro-
gram. The attitude test must be limited to
motivator items in order to divorce employ-
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ees’ views of the jobs they are given from all
the surrounding hygiene feelings that they
might have.

9. Be prepared for a drop in performance in
the experimental group the first few weeks.
The changeover to a new job may lead to a
temporary reduction in efficiency.

10. Expect your first-line supervisors to ex-
perience some anxiety and hostility over the
changes you are making. The anxiety comes
from their fear that the changes will result in
poorer performance for their unit. Hostility
will arise when the employees start assuming
what the supervisors regard as their own re-
sponsibility for performance. The supervisor
without checking duties to perform may then
be left with little to do.

After successful experiment, however, the su-
pervisors usually discover the supervisory and
managerial functions they have neglected, or
which were never theirs because all their time
was given over to checking the work of their
subordinates. For example, in the R&D division
of one large chemical company I know of, the
supervisors of the laboratory assistants were
theoretically responsible for their training and
evaluation. These functions, however, had come
to be performed in a routine, unsubstantial
fashion. After the job enrichment program,
during which the supervisors were not merely
passive observers of the assistants’ perfor-
mance, the supervisors actually were de-
voting their time to reviewing performance
and administering thorough training.

What has been called an employee-centered
style of supervision will come about not
through education of supervisors, but by
changing the jobs that they do.

 

• • •

 

Job enrichment will not be a one-time proposi-
tion, but a continuous management function.
The initial changes should last for a very long
period of time. There are a number of reasons
for this:

• The changes should bring the job up to the
level of challenge commensurate with the skill
that was hired.

• Those who have still more ability eventu-
ally will be able to demonstrate it better and
win promotion to higher level jobs.

• The very nature of motivators, as opposed
to hygiene factors, is that they have a much
longer-term effect on employees’ attitudes. It is
possible that the job will have to be enriched

Exhibit 5

Enlargement vs. enrichment of correspondents’ tasks
in company experiment

Horizontal loading suggestions rejected

Firm quotas could be set for letters to be answered each day, using
a rate that would be hard to reach.

The secretaries could type the letters themselves, as well as compose
them, or take on any other clerical functions.

All difficult or complex inquiries could be channeled to a few 
secretaries so that the remainder could achieve high rates of output.
These jobs could be exchanged from time to time.

The secretaries could be rotated through units handling different 
customers and then sent back to their own units.

elpicnirPdetpoda snoitseggus gnidaol lacitreV

Subject matter experts were appointed within each unit G
for other members of the unit to consult before seeking 
supervisory help. (The supervisor had been answering all 
specialized and difficult questions.)

Correspondents signed their own names on letters. B
(The supervisor had been signing all letters.)

The work of the more experienced correspondents was proofread A
less frequently by supervisors and was done at the correspondents’
desks, dropping verification from 100% to 10%. (Previously, all 
correspondents’ letters had been checked by the supervisor.)

Production was discussed, but only in terms such as “a full day’s D
work is expected.” As time went on, this was no longer mentioned.
(Before, the group had been constantly reminded of the number
of letters that needed to be answered.)

Outgoing mail went directly to the mailroom without going over A
supervisors’ desks. (The letters had always been routed through
the supervisors.)

Correspondents were encouraged to answer letters in a more C
personalized way. (Reliance on the form-letter approach had 
been standard practice.)

Each correspondent was held personally responsible for the B, E
quality and accuracy of letters. (This responsibility had been 
the province of the supervisor and the verifier.)
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again, but this will not occur as frequently as
the need for hygiene.

Not all jobs can be enriched, nor do all
jobs need to be enriched. If only a small per-
centage of the time and money that is now
devoted to hygiene, however, were given to
job enrichment efforts, the return in human
satisfaction and economic gain would be one
of the largest dividends that industry and
society have ever reaped through their efforts
at better personnel management.

The argument for job enrichment can be

summed up quite simply: If you have em-
ployees on a job, use them. If you can’t use
them on the job, get rid of them, either via
automation or by selecting someone with
lesser ability. If you can’t use them and you
can’t get rid of them, you will have a motiva-
tion problem.
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Further Reading
A R T I C L E S
Six Dangerous Myths About Pay
by Jeffrey Pfeffer
Harvard Business Review
May–June 1998
Product no. 6773

Pfeffer restricts his considerations in this 
article to pay, whereas Herzberg discusses pay 
as one of many factors that fail to motivate. 
Like Herzberg, Pfeffer marshals evidence to 
show that pay, the manager’s favorite motiva-
tional mechanism, undermines performance. 
He lists and discusses six myths about pay. 
Among them: Individual incentive pay im-
proves performance, and people work prima-
rily for money. These myths are dangerous, 
says Pfeffer, because “they absorb vast 
amounts of management time and make 
everybody unhappy.”

Rethinking Rewards
by Alfie Kohn
Harvard Business Review
November–December 1993
Product no. 93610

In this follow-up to Kohn’s earlier HBR article, 
“Why Incentive Plans Cannot Work,” nine ex-
perts from business, academia, and research 
blast away at Kohn’s contention that “incen-
tive plans must fail, because they are based on 
a patently inadequate theory of motivation.” 
Kohn responds with a commentary that is 
clearly aligned with Herzberg’s assertions in 
“One More Time,” rejecting claims that extrinsic 
factors do anything but harm motivation 
and advocating intrinsic motivators to spur 
innovation and excellence.

Job Sculpting: The Art of Retaining Your 
Best People
by Timothy Butler and James Waldroop
Harvard Business Review
September–October 1999
Product no. 4282

If better pay, promotions, and honors aren’t 
enough to keep top performers happy, what 
is? Work that addresses their deepest interests. 
“Deeply embedded life interests” are more 
than hobbies or enthusiasm for certain 
subjects—they are long-held, emotionally 
driven passions that bubble beneath the 
surface like geothermal pools. These interests 
don’t determine what people are good at; 
they drive the kinds of activities that make 
people happy. A manager can help uncover an 
employee’s life interests by listening carefully, 
asking more questions, and observing. The 
manager and employee can then customize 
work with “job sculpting”—a process that 
matches the employee to a job that allows her 
to express her deeply held interests.
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That darned employee! His performance 
keeps deteriorating—

 

despite

 

 your close 
monitoring. What’s going on?

Brace yourself: 

 

You

 

 may be at fault, by un-
knowingly triggering the 

 

set-up-to-fail 
syndrome

 

. Employees whom you (perhaps 
falsely) view as weak performers live 

 

down

 

 
to your expectations. Here’s how:

1. You start with a positive relationship.

2. Something—a missed deadline, a lost 
client—makes you question the em-
ployee’s performance. You begin micro-
managing him.

3. Suspecting your reduced confidence, the 
employee starts doubting 

 

himself

 

. He stops 
giving his best, responds mechanically to 
your controls, and avoids decisions.

4. You view his new behavior as additional 
proof of mediocrity—and tighten the 
screws further.

Why not just fire him? Because you’re likely 
to repeat the pattern with others. Better to 

 

reverse

 

 the dynamic instead. Unwinding the 
set-up-to-fail spiral actually pays big divi-
dends: Your company gets the best from 
your employees—and from you.

 

HOW SET-UP-TO-FAIL STARTS

 

A manager categorizes employees as “in” or 
“out,” based on:

 

•

 

early 

 

perceptions

 

 of employees’ motivation, 
initiative, creativity, strategic perspectives;

 

•

 

previous bosses’ impressions;

 

•

 

an early mishap; and

 

•

 

boss-subordinate incompatibility.

The manager then notices 

 

only

 

 evidence 
supporting his categorization, while dismiss-
ing contradictory evidence. The boss also 
treats the groups differently:

 

•

 

“In” groups get autonomy, feedback, and 
expressions of confidence.

 

•

 

“Out” groups get controlling, formal man-
agement emphasizing rules.

 

THE COSTS OF SET-UP-TO-FAIL

 

This syndrome hurts everyone:

 

•

 

Employees

 

 stop volunteering ideas and 
information and asking for help, avoid 
contact with bosses, or grow defensive.

 

•

 

The 

 

organization

 

 fails to get the most 
from employees.

 

•

 

The 

 

boss

 

 loses energy to attend to other 
activities. His reputation suffers as other 
employees deem him unfair.

 

•

 

Team spirit

 

 wilts as targeted performers 
are alienated and strong performers are 
overburdened.

 

HOW TO REVERSE SET-UP-TO-FAIL

 

If the syndrome hasn’t started, prevent it:

 

•

 

Establish expectations with new employ-
ees early. Loosen the reins as they master 
their jobs.

 

•

 

Regularly challenge your own assumptions. 
Ask: “What are the 

 

facts

 

 regarding this em-
ployee’s performance?” “Is he really that bad?”

 

•

 

Convey openness, letting employees chal-
lenge your opinions. They’ll feel comfortable 
discussing their performance and relation-
ship with you.

If the syndrome has already erupted, discuss 
the dynamic with the employee:

1. Choose a neutral, nonthreatening location; 
use affirming language (“Let’s discuss our 
relationship and roles”); and acknowledge 
your part in the tension.

2. Agree on the employee’s weaknesses and 
strengths. Support assessments with facts, not 
feelings.

3. Unearth causes of the weaknesses. Do you 
disagree on priorities? Does your employee 
lack specific knowledge or skills? Ask: “How is 
my behavior making things worse for you?”

4. Identify ways to boost performance. Train-
ing? New experiences? Decide the quantity 
and type of supervision you’ll provide. Affirm 
your desire to improve matters.

5. Agree to communicate more openly: 
“Next time I do something that communi-
cates low expectations, can you let me 
know immediately?”
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How bosses create their own poor performers.

 

When an employee fails—or even just per-
forms poorly—managers typically do not
blame themselves. The employee doesn’t
understand the work, a manager might con-
tend. Or the employee isn’t driven to succeed,
can’t set priorities, or won’t take direction.
Whatever the reason, the problem is assumed
to be the employee’s fault—and the em-
ployee’s responsibility.

But is it? Sometimes, of course, the answer
is yes. Some employees are not up to their
assigned tasks and never will be, for lack of
knowledge, skill, or simple desire. But some-
times—and we would venture to say often—
an employee’s poor performance can be
blamed largely on his boss.

Perhaps “blamed” is too strong a word, but
it is directionally correct. In fact, our research
strongly suggests that bosses—albeit acciden-
tally and usually with the best intentions—
are often complicit in an employee’s lack of
success. (See the insert “About the Re-
search.”) How? By creating and reinforcing a
dynamic that essentially sets up perceived

underperformers to fail. If the Pygmalion
effect describes the dynamic in which an indi-
vidual lives up to great expectations, the set-
up-to-fail syndrome explains the opposite. It
describes a dynamic in which employees per-
ceived to be mediocre or weak performers
live down to the low expectations their man-
agers have for them. The result is that they
often end up leaving the organization—either
of their own volition or not.

The syndrome usually begins surrepti-
tiously. The initial impetus can be perfor-
mance related, such as when an employee
loses a client, undershoots a target, or misses
a deadline. Often, however, the trigger is less
specific. An employee is transferred into a
division with a lukewarm recommendation
from a previous boss. Or perhaps the boss and
the employee don’t really get along on a
personal basis—several studies have indeed
shown that compatibility between boss and
subordinate, based on similarity of attitudes,
values, or social characteristics, can have a
significant impact on a boss’s impressions. In
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any case, the syndrome is set in motion when
the boss begins to worry that the employee’s
performance is not up to par.

The boss then takes what seems like the ob-
vious action in light of the subordinate’s per-
ceived shortcomings: he increases the time
and attention he focuses on the employee. He
requires the employee to get approval before
making decisions, asks to see more paperwork
documenting those decisions, or watches the
employee at meetings more closely and cri-
tiques his comments more intensely.

These actions are intended to boost perfor-
mance and prevent the subordinate from
making errors. Unfortunately, however, subor-
dinates often interpret the heightened supervi-
sion as a lack of trust and confidence. In time,
because of low expectations, they come to
doubt their own thinking and ability, and they
lose the motivation to make autonomous
decisions or to take any action at all. The boss,
they figure, will just question everything they
do—or do it himself anyway.

Ironically, the boss sees the subordinate’s
withdrawal as proof that the subordinate is
indeed a poor performer. The subordinate,
after all, isn’t contributing his ideas or energy
to the organization. So what does the boss
do? He increases his pressure and supervision
again—watching, questioning, and double-
checking everything the subordinate does.
Eventually, the subordinate gives up on his
dreams of making a meaningful contribu-
tion. Boss and subordinate typically settle into
a routine that is not really satisfactory but,
aside from periodic clashes, is otherwise bear-
able for them. In the worst-case scenario, the
boss’s intense intervention and scrutiny end
up paralyzing the employee into inaction
and consume so much of the boss’s time that
the employee quits or is fired. (For an illus-
tration of the set-up-to-fail syndrome, see the
exhibit “The Set-Up-to-Fail Syndrome: No
Harm Intended—A Relationship Spirals from
Bad to Worse.”)

Perhaps the most daunting aspect of the
set-up-to-fail syndrome is that it is self-fulfilling
and self-reinforcing—it is the quintessen-
tial vicious circle. The process is self-fulfilling
because the boss’s actions contribute to the
very behavior that is expected from weak
performers. It is self-reinforcing because the
boss’s low expectations, in being fulfilled by
his subordinates, trigger more of the same

behavior on his part, which in turn triggers
more of the same behavior on the part of sub-
ordinates. And on and on, unintentionally,
the relationship spirals downward.

A case in point is the story of Steve, a manu-
facturing supervisor for a 

 

Fortune

 

 100 company.
When we first met Steve, he came across as
highly motivated, energetic, and enterprising.
He was on top of his operation, monitoring
problems and addressing them quickly. His
boss expressed great confidence in him and
gave him an excellent performance rating.
Because of his high performance, Steve was
chosen to lead a new production line consid-
ered essential to the plant’s future.

In his new job, Steve reported to Jeff, who
had just been promoted to a senior manage-
ment position at the plant. In the first few
weeks of the relationship, Jeff periodically
asked Steve to write up short analyses of signif-
icant quality-control rejections. Although Jeff
didn’t really explain this to Steve at the time,
his request had two major objectives: to gener-
ate information that would help both of them
learn the new production process, and to help
Steve develop the habit of systematically
performing root cause analysis of quality-
related problems. Also, being new on the job
himself, Jeff wanted to show his own boss that
he was on top of the operation.

Unaware of Jeff’s motives, Steve balked.
Why, he wondered, should he submit reports
on information he understood and monitored
himself? Partly due to lack of time, partly
in response to what he considered interference
from his boss, Steve invested little energy
in the reports. Their tardiness and below-
average quality annoyed Jeff, who began to
suspect that Steve was not a particularly proac-
tive manager. When he asked for the reports
again, he was more forceful. For Steve, this
merely confirmed that Jeff did not trust him.
He withdrew more and more from interac-
tion with him, meeting his demands with
increased passive resistance. Before long, Jeff
became convinced that Steve was not effective
enough and couldn’t handle his job without
help. He started to supervise Steve’s every
move—to Steve’s predictable dismay. One year
after excitedly taking on the new produc-
tion line, Steve was so dispirited he was
thinking of quitting.

How can managers break the set-up-to-fail
syndrome? Before answering that question,
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let’s take a closer look at the dynamics that
set the syndrome in motion and keep it going.

 

Deconstructing the Syndrome

 

We said earlier that the set-up-to-fail syn-
drome usually starts surreptitiously—that is, it
is a dynamic that usually creeps up on the boss
and the subordinate until suddenly both of
them realize that the relationship has gone
sour. But underlying the syndrome are several
assumptions about weaker performers that
bosses appear to accept uniformly. Our re-
search shows, in fact, that executives typically
compare weaker performers with stronger
performers using the following descriptors:

• less motivated, less energetic, and less
likely to go beyond the call of duty;

• more passive when it comes to taking
charge of problems or projects;

• less aggressive about anticipating prob-
lems;

• less innovative and less likely to suggest
ideas;

• more parochial in their vision and strate-
gic perspective;

• more prone to hoard information and
assert their authority, making them poor
bosses to their own subordinates.

It is not surprising that on the basis of these
assumptions, bosses tend to treat weaker and
stronger performers very differently. Indeed,
numerous studies have shown that up to 90%
of all managers treat some subordinates as
though they were members of an in-group,
while they consign others to membership in
an out-group. Members of the in-group are
considered the trusted collaborators and
therefore receive more autonomy, feedback,
and expressions of confidence from their
bosses. The boss-subordinate relationship for

this group is one of mutual trust and recipro-
cal influence. Members of the out-group, on
the other hand, are regarded more as hired
hands and are managed in a more formal, less
personal way, with more emphasis on rules,
policies, and authority. (For more on how
bosses treat weaker and stronger performers
differently, see the chart “In with the In
Crowd, Out with the Out.”)

Why do managers categorize subordinates
into either in-groups or out-groups? For the
same reason that we tend to typecast our fam-
ily, friends, and acquaintances: it makes life
easier. Labeling is something we all do, be-
cause it allows us to function more efficiently.
It saves time by providing rough-and-ready
guides for interpreting events and interacting
with others. Managers, for instance, use cate-
gorical thinking to figure out quickly who
should get what tasks. That’s the good news.

The downside of categorical thinking is that
in organizations it leads to premature closure.
Having made up his mind about a subordi-
nate’s limited ability and poor motivation, a
manager is likely to notice supporting evi-
dence while selectively dismissing contrary
evidence. (For example, a manager might in-
terpret a terrific new product idea from an
out-group subordinate as a lucky onetime
event.) Unfortunately for some subordinates,
several studies show that bosses tend to make
decisions about in-groups and out-groups
even as early as five days into their relation-
ships with employees.

Are bosses aware of this sorting process and
of their different approaches to “in” and “out”
employees? Definitely. In fact, the bosses we
have studied, regardless of nationality, com-
pany, or personal background, were usually
quite conscious of behaving in a more control-
ling way with perceived weaker performers.
Some of them preferred to label this approach
as “supportive and helpful.” Many of them also
acknowledged that—although they tried not
to—they tended to become impatient with
weaker performers more easily than with
stronger performers. By and large, however,
managers are aware of the controlling nature
of their behavior toward perceived weaker per-
formers. For them, this behavior is not an error
in implementation; it is intentional.

What bosses typically do 

 

not

 

 realize is that
their tight controls end up hurting subordi-
nates’ performance by undermining their

 

About the Research

 

This article is based on two studies de-
signed to understand better the causal 
relationship between leadership style 
and subordinate performance—in other 
words, to explore how bosses and subor-
dinates mutually influence each other’s 
behavior. The first study, which com-
prised surveys, interviews, and obser-
vations, involved 50 boss-subordinate 
pairs in four manufacturing operations 

in 

 

Fortune

 

 100 companies. The second 
study, involving an informal survey of 
about 850 senior managers attending 
INSEAD executive-development pro-
grams over the last three years, was 
done to test and refine the findings 
generated by the first study. The execu-
tives in the second study represented a 
wide diversity of nationalities, indus-
tries, and personal backgrounds.
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Before the set-up-to-fail syndrome begins, the   
boss and the subordinate are typically engaged 

in a positive, or at least neutral, relationship.

The triggering event in the set-up-to-fail
syndrome is often minor or surreptitious. 

The subordinate may miss a deadline, lose a client,
or submit a subpar report. In other cases, the 
syndrome’s genesis is the boss, who distances 
himself from the subordinate for personal or social
reasons unrelated to performance. 

Reacting to the triggering event, the boss
increases his supervision of the subordinate,

gives more specific instructions, and wrangles
longer over courses of action.

The subordinate responds by beginning to 
suspect a lack of confidence and senses he’s 

not part of the boss’s in-group anymore.
He starts to withdraw emotionally from the boss

and from work. He may also fight to change the
boss’s image of him, reaching too high or running
too fast to be effective.

ThE SET-UP-TO-FAIL SYNDROME
No Harm Intended – A Relationship Spirals from Bad to Worse

21

43
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When the set-up-to-fail syndrome is in full
swing, the boss pressures and controls the sub-

ordinate during interactions. Otherwise, he avoids
contact and gives the subordinate routine assign-
ments only.

For his part, the subordinate shuts down or
leaves, either in dismay, frustration, or anger.

The boss interprets this problem-hoarding,
overreaching, or tentativeness as signs that the

subordinate has poor judgment and weak capabili-
ties. If the subordinate does perform well, the boss
does not acknowledge it or considers it a lucky
“one off.”

He limits the subordinate’s discretion, withholds
social contact, and shows, with increasing open-
ness, his lack of confidence in and frustration with
the subordinate.

The subordinate feels boxed in and under-
appreciated. He increasingly withdraws from

his boss and from work. He may even resort to 
ignoring instructions, openly disputing the boss,
and occasionally lashing out because of feelings of
rejection.

In general, he performs his job mechanically and
devotes more energy to self-protection. Moreover,
he refers all nonroutine decisions to the boss or
avoids contact with him.

The boss feels increasingly frustrated and is 
now convinced that the subordinate cannot 

perform without intense oversight. He makes this
known by his words and deeds, further under-
mining the subordinate’s confidence and prompting
inaction.

65
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motivation in two ways: first, by depriving sub-
ordinates of autonomy on the job and, second,
by making them feel undervalued. Tight con-
trols are an indication that the boss assumes
the subordinate can’t perform well without
strict guidelines. When the subordinate senses
these low expectations, it can undermine his
self-confidence. This is particularly problem-
atic because numerous studies confirm that
people perform up or down to the levels their
bosses expect from them or, indeed, to the
levels they expect from themselves.

 

1

 

Of course, executives often tell us, “Oh, but
I’m very careful about this issue of expecta-
tions. I exert more control over my underper-
formers, but I make sure that it does not come
across as a lack of trust or confidence in their

ability.” We believe what these executives tell
us. That is, we believe that they do try hard to
disguise their intentions. When we talk to their
subordinates, however, we find that these ef-
forts are for the most part futile. In fact, our re-
search shows that most employees can—and
do—“read their boss’s mind.” In particular,
they know full well whether they fit into their
boss’s in-group or out-group. All they have
to do is compare how they are treated with
how their more highly regarded colleagues
are treated.

Just as the boss’s assumptions about weaker
performers and the right way to manage
them explains his complicity in the set-up-to-
fail syndrome, the subordinate’s assump-
tions about what the boss is thinking explain

In with the In Crowd, out with the Out

Boss’s behavior toward perceived
weaker performers

Is directive when discussing tasks and goals.
Focuses on what needs get done as well as how it
should get done.

Pays close attention to unfavorable variances,
mistakes, or incorrect judgments. 

Makes himself available to subordinate on a need-
to-see basis. Bases conversations primarily on
work-related topics.

Pays little interest to subordinate’s comments or
suggestions about how and why work is done.

Reluctantly gives subordinate anything but
routine assignments. When handing out
assignments, gives subordinate little choice.
Monitors subordinate heavily.

Rarely asks subordinate for input about
organizational or work-related matters.

Usually imposes own views in disagreements.

Emphasizes what the subordinate is doing poorly.

Boss’s behavior toward perceived
stronger performers

Discusses project objectives, with a limited focus
on project implementation. Gives subordinate the
freedom to choose his own approach to solving
problems or reaching goals.

Treats unfavorable variances, mistakes, or
incorrect judgments as learning opportunities.

Makes himself available, as in “Let me know if I
can help.” Initiates casual and personal
conversations.

Is open to subordinate’s suggestions and discusses
them with interest.

Gives subordinate interesting and challenging
stretch assignments. Often allows subordinate to
choose his own assignments.

Solicits opinions from subordinate on
organizational strategy, execution, policy, and
procedures.

Often defers to subordinate’s opinion in
disagreements.

Praises subordinate for work well done.
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his own complicity. The reason? When people
perceive disapproval, criticism, or simply a lack
of confidence and appreciation, they tend to
shut down—a behavioral phenomenon that
manifests itself in several ways.

Primarily, shutting down means discon-
necting intellectually and emotionally. Sub-
ordinates simply stop giving their best. They
grow tired of being overruled, and they lose
the will to fight for their ideas. As one subor-
dinate put it, “My boss tells me how to exe-
cute every detail. Rather than arguing with
him, I’ve ended up wanting to say, ‘Come
on, just tell me what you want me to do, and
I’ll go do it.’ You become a robot.” Another
perceived weak performer explained, “When
my boss tells me to do something, I just do
it mechanically.”

Shutting down also involves disengaging
personally—essentially reducing contact with
the boss. Partly, this disengagement is moti-
vated by the nature of previous exchanges
that have tended to be negative in tone. As
one subordinate admitted, “I used to initiate
much more contact with my boss until the
only thing I received was negative feedback;
then I started shying away.”

Besides the risk of a negative reaction, per-
ceived weaker performers are concerned with
not tainting their images further. Following
the often-heard aphorism “Better to keep quiet
and look like a fool than to open your mouth
and prove it,” they avoid asking for help for
fear of further exposing their limitations. They
also tend to volunteer less information—a
simple “heads up” from a perceived under-
performer can cause the boss to overreact and
jump into action when none is required. As
one perceived weak performer recalled, “I just
wanted to let my boss know about a small mat-
ter, only slightly out of the routine, but as soon
as I mentioned it, he was all over my case. I
should have kept my mouth closed. I do now.”

Finally, shutting down can mean becoming
defensive. Many perceived underperformers
start devoting more energy to self-justification.
Anticipating that they will be personally
blamed for failures, they seek to find excuses
early. They end up spending a lot of time
looking in the rearview mirror and less time
looking at the road ahead. In some cases—
as in the case of Steve, the manufacturing su-
pervisor described earlier—this defensiveness
can lead to noncompliance or even systematic

opposition to the boss’s views. While this idea
of a weak subordinate going head to head
with his boss may seem irrational, it may re-
flect what Albert Camus once observed:
“When deprived of choice, the only freedom
left is the freedom to say no.”

 

The Syndrome Is Costly

 

There are two obvious costs of the set-up-to-
fail syndrome: the emotional cost paid by the
subordinate and the organizational cost asso-
ciated with the company’s failure to get the
best out of an employee. Yet there are other
costs to consider, some of them indirect and
long term.

The boss pays for the syndrome in several
ways. First, uneasy relationships with per-
ceived low performers often sap the boss’s
emotional and physical energy. It can be quite
a strain to keep up a facade of courtesy and
pretend everything is fine when both parties
know it is not. In addition, the energy devoted
to trying to fix these relationships or improve
the subordinate’s performance through in-
creased supervision prevents the boss from
attending to other activities—which often
frustrates or even angers the boss.

Furthermore, the syndrome can take its toll
on the boss’s reputation, as other employees
in the organization observe his behavior to-
ward weaker performers. If the boss’s treat-
ment of a subordinate is deemed unfair or
unsupportive, observers will be quick to draw
their lessons. One outstanding performer
commented on his boss’s controlling and
hypercritical behavior toward another subor-
dinate: “It made us all feel like we’re expend-
able.” As organizations increasingly espouse
the virtues of learning and empowerment,
managers must cultivate their reputations as
coaches, as well as get results.

The set-up-to-fail syndrome also has serious
consequences for any team. A lack of faith in
perceived weaker performers can tempt
bosses to overload those whom they consider
superior performers; bosses want to entrust
critical assignments to those who can be
counted on to deliver reliably and quickly and
to those who will go beyond the call of duty
because of their strong sense of shared fate.
As one boss half-jokingly said, “Rule number
one: if you want something done, give it to
someone who’s busy—there’s a reason why that
person is busy.”

One strong performer 

said of his boss’s 

hypercritical behavior 

toward another 

employee: “It made us all 

feel like we’re 

expendable.”
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An increased workload may help per-
ceived superior performers learn to manage
their time better, especially as they start to
delegate to their own subordinates more ef-
fectively. In many cases, however, these per-
formers simply absorb the greater load and
higher stress which, over time, takes a per-
sonal toll and decreases the attention they
can devote to other dimensions of their jobs,
particularly those yielding longer-term bene-
fits. In the worst-case scenario, overburden-
ing strong performers can lead to burnout.

Team spirit can also suffer from the pro-
gressive alienation of one or more perceived
low performers. Great teams share a sense of
enthusiasm and commitment to a common
mission. Even when members of the boss’s
out-group try to keep their pain to them-
selves, other team members feel the strain.
One manager recalled the discomfort experi-
enced by the whole team as they watched
their boss grill one of their peers every week.
As he explained, “A team is like a functioning
organism. If one member is suffering, the
whole team feels that pain.”

In addition, alienated subordinates often
do not keep their suffering to themselves. In
the corridors or over lunch, they seek out
sympathetic ears to vent their recriminations
and complaints, not only wasting their own
time but also pulling their colleagues away
from productive work. Instead of focusing on
the team’s mission, valuable time and energy
is diverted to the discussion of internal poli-
tics and dynamics.

Finally, the set-up-to-fail syndrome has
consequences for the subordinates of the
perceived weak performers. Consider the
weakest kid in the school yard who gets pum-
meled by a bully. The abused child often goes
home and pummels his smaller, weaker sib-
lings. So it is with the people who are in the
boss’s out-group. When they have to manage
their own employees, they frequently replicate
the behavior that their bosses show to them.
They fail to recognize good results or, more
often, supervise their employees excessively.

 

Breaking Out Is Hard to Do

 

The set-up-to-fail syndrome is not irreversible.
Subordinates can break out of it, but we have
found that to be rare. The subordinate must
consistently deliver such superior results that
the boss is forced to change the employee

from out-group to in-group status—a phenom-
enon made difficult by the context in which
these subordinates operate. It is hard for sub-
ordinates to impress their bosses when they
must work on unchallenging tasks, with no au-
tonomy and limited resources; it is also hard
for them to persist and maintain high stan-
dards when they receive little encouragement
from their bosses.

Furthermore, even if the subordinate
achieves better results, it may take some time
for them to register with the boss because of
his selective observation and recall. Indeed,
research shows that bosses tend to attribute
the good things that happen to weaker per-
formers to external factors rather than to
their efforts and ability (while the opposite is
true for perceived high performers: successes
tend to be seen as theirs, and failures tend to
be attributed to external uncontrollable fac-
tors). The subordinate will therefore need to
achieve a string of successes in order to have
the boss even contemplate revising the initial
categorization. Clearly, it takes a special kind
of courage, self-confidence, competence, and
persistence on the part of the subordinate to
break out of the syndrome.

Instead, what often happens is that mem-
bers of the out-group set excessively ambi-
tious goals for themselves to impress the boss
quickly and powerfully—promising to hit a
deadline three weeks early, for instance, or
attacking six projects at the same time, or sim-
ply attempting to handle a large problem
without help. Sadly, such superhuman efforts
are usually just that. And in setting goals so
high that they are bound to fail, the subordi-
nates also come across as having had very
poor judgment in the first place.

The set-up-to-fail syndrome is not re-
stricted to incompetent bosses. We have seen
it happen to people perceived within their
organizations to be excellent bosses. Their
mismanagement of some subordinates need
not prevent them from achieving success,
particularly when they and the perceived
superior performers achieve high levels of in-
dividual performance. However, those bosses
could be even more successful to the team,
the organization, and themselves if they
could break the syndrome.

 

Getting It Right

 

As a general rule, the first step in solving a prob-

page 41



 
The Set-Up-to-Fail Syndrome

 

harvard business review • march–april 1998

 

lem is recognizing that one exists. This observa-
tion is especially relevant to the set-up-to-fail
syndrome because of its self-fulfilling and self-
reinforcing nature. Interrupting the syndrome
requires that a manager understand the dy-
namic and, particularly, that he accept the pos-
sibility that his own behavior may be contribut-
ing to a subordinate’s underperformance. The
next step toward cracking the syndrome,
however, is more difficult: it requires a care-
fully planned and structured intervention that
takes the form of one (or several) candid con-
versations meant to bring to the surface and
untangle the unhealthy dynamics that define
the boss and the subordinate’s relationship.
The goal of such an intervention is to bring
about a sustainable increase in the subordi-
nate’s performance while progressively re-
ducing the boss’s involvement.

It would be difficult—and indeed, detri-
mental—to provide a detailed script of what
this kind of conversation should sound like.
A boss who rigidly plans for this conversa-
tion with a subordinate will not be able to
engage in real dialogue with him, because
real dialogue requires flexibility. As a guid-
ing framework, however, we offer five
components that characterize effective in-
terventions. Although they are not strictly
sequential steps, all five components should
be part of these interventions.

 

First, the boss must create the right con-
text for the discussion. 

 

He must, for instance,
select a time and place to conduct the meeting
so that it presents as little threat as possible to
the subordinate. A neutral location may be
more conducive to open dialogue than an
office where previous and perhaps unpleasant
conversations have taken place. The boss must
also use affirming language when asking the
subordinate to meet with him. The session
should not be billed as “feedback,” because
such terms may suggest baggage from the
past. “Feedback” could also be taken to mean
that the conversation will be one-directional,
a monologue delivered by the boss to the
subordinate. Instead, the intervention should
be described as a meeting to discuss the
performance of the subordinate, the role of
the boss, and the relationship between the
subordinate and the boss. The boss might even
acknowledge that he feels tension in the rela-
tionship and wants to use the conversation as
a way to decrease it.

Finally, in setting the context, the boss
should tell the perceived weaker performer
that he would genuinely like the interaction
to be an open dialogue. In particular, he
should acknowledge that he may be partially
responsible for the situation and that his
own behavior toward the subordinate is fair
game for discussion.

 

Second, the boss and the subordinate
must use the intervention process to come
to an agreement on the symptoms of the
problem. 

 

Few employees are ineffective in
all aspects of their performance. And few—if
any—employees desire to do poorly on the
job. Therefore, it is critical that the interven-
tion result in a mutual understanding of the
specific job responsibilities in which the sub-
ordinate is weak. In the case of Steve and Jeff,
for instance, an exhaustive sorting of the evi-
dence might have led to an agreement that
Steve’s underperformance was not universal
but instead largely confined to the quality of
the reports he submitted (or failed to sub-
mit). In another situation, it might be agreed
that a purchasing manager was weak when it
came to finding off-shore suppliers and to
voicing his ideas in meetings. Or a new invest-
ment professional and his boss might come to
agree that his performance was subpar when
it came to timing the sales and purchase of
stocks, but they might also agree that his fi-
nancial analysis of stocks was quite strong.
The idea here is that before working to im-
prove performance or reduce tension in a re-
lationship, an agreement must be reached
about what areas of performance contribute
to the contentiousness.

We used the word “evidence” above in
discussing the case of Steve and Jeff. That is
because a boss needs to back up his perfor-
mance assessments with facts and data—
that is, if the intervention is to be useful.
They cannot be based on feelings—as in Jeff
telling Steve, “I just have the feeling you’re
not putting enough energy into the reports.”
Instead, Jeff needs to describe what a good
report should look like and the ways in
which Steve’s reports fall short. Likewise,
the subordinate must be allowed—indeed,
encouraged—to defend his performance,
compare it with colleagues’ work, and point
out areas in which he is strong. After all, just
because it is the boss’s opinion does not
make it a fact.
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Third, the boss and the subordinate should
arrive at a common understanding of what
might be causing the weak performance in
certain areas. 

 

Once the areas of weak perfor-
mance have been identified, it is time to un-
earth the reasons for those weaknesses. Does
the subordinate have limited skills in organiz-
ing work, managing his time, or working with
others? Is he lacking knowledge or capabilities?
Do the boss and the subordinate agree on their
priorities? Maybe the subordinate has been
paying less attention to a particular dimension
of his work because he does not realize its
importance to the boss. Does the subordi-
nate become less effective under pressure?
Does he have lower standards for performance
than the boss does?

It is also critical in the intervention that the
boss bring up the subject of his own behavior
toward the subordinate and how this affects
the subordinate’s performance. The boss might
even try to describe the dynamics of the set-up-
to-fail syndrome. “Does my behavior toward
you make things worse for you?” he might ask,
or, “What am I doing that is leading you to feel
that I am putting too much pressure on you?”

This component of the discussion also
needs to make explicit the assumptions that
the boss and the subordinate have thus far
been making about each other’s intentions.
Many misunderstandings start with untested
assumptions. For example, Jeff might have
said, “When you did not supply me with the
reports I asked for, I came to the conclusion
that you were not very proactive.” That would
have allowed Steve to bring his buried as-
sumptions into the open. “No,” he might have
answered, “I just reacted negatively because
you asked for the reports in writing, which I
took as a sign of excessive control.”

 

Fourth, the boss and the subordinate
should arrive at an agreement about their
performance objectives and on their desire to
have the relationship move forward. 

 

In medi-
cine, a course of treatment follows the diagno-
sis of an illness. Things are a bit more complex
when repairing organizational dysfunction,
since modifying behavior and developing
complex skills can be more difficult than tak-
ing a few pills. Still, the principle that applies
to medicine also applies to business: boss and
subordinate must use the intervention to plot
a course of treatment regarding the root prob-
lems they have jointly identified.

The contract between boss and subordinate
should identify the ways they can improve on
their skills, knowledge, experience, or per-
sonal relationship. It should also include an
explicit discussion of how much and what
type of future supervision the boss will have.
No boss, of course, should suddenly abdicate
his involvement; it is legitimate for bosses to
monitor subordinates’ work, particularly
when a subordinate has shown limited abili-
ties in one or more facets of his job. From the
subordinate’s point of view, however, such
involvement by the boss is more likely to be
accepted, and possibly even welcomed, if the
goal is to help the subordinate develop and
improve over time. Most subordinates can
accept temporary involvement that is meant
to decrease as their performance improves.
The problem is intense monitoring that
never seems to go away.

 

Fifth, the boss and the subordinate should
agree to communicate more openly in the
future. 

 

The boss could say, “Next time I do
something that communicates low expecta-
tions, can you let me know immediately?” And
the subordinate might say, or be encouraged
to say, “Next time I do something that aggra-
vates you or that you do not understand, can
you also let me know right away?” Those sim-
ple requests can open the door to a more
honest relationship almost instantly.

 

No Easy Answer

 

Our research suggests that interventions of
this type do not take place very often. Face-
to-face discussions about a subordinate’s per-
formance tend to come high on the list of
workplace situations people would rather
avoid, because such conversations have the
potential to make both parties feel threat-
ened or embarrassed. Subordinates are reluc-
tant to trigger the discussion because they are
worried about coming across as thin-skinned
or whiny. Bosses tend to avoid initiating
these talks because they are concerned about
the way the subordinate might react; the dis-
cussion could force the boss to make explicit
his lack of confidence in the subordinate, in
turn putting the subordinate on the defen-
sive and making the situation worse.

 

2

 

As a result, bosses who observe the dynam-
ics of the set-up-to-fail syndrome being played
out may be tempted to avoid an explicit dis-
cussion. Instead, they will proceed tacitly by

As part of the 

intervention, the boss 

should bring up the 

subject of how his own 

behavior may affect the 

subordinate’s 

performance.

page 43



 
The Set-Up-to-Fail Syndrome

 

harvard business review • march–april 1998

 

trying to encourage their perceived weak
performers. That approach has the short-
term benefit of bypassing the discomfort of
an open discussion, but it has three major
disadvantages.

First, a one-sided approach on the part of
the boss is less likely to lead to lasting im-
provement because it focuses on only one
symptom of the problem—the boss’s behav-
ior. It does not address the subordinate’s
role in the underperformance.

Second, even if the boss’s encouragement
were successful in improving the employee’s
performance, a unilateral approach would
limit what both he and the subordinate could
otherwise learn from a more up-front handling
of the problem. The subordinate, in particular,
would not have the benefit of observing and
learning from how his boss handled the diffi-
culties in their relationship—problems the
subordinate may come across someday with
the people he manages.

Finally, bosses trying to modify their behav-
ior in a unilateral way often end up going
overboard; they suddenly give the subordi-
nate more autonomy and responsibility than
he can handle productively. Predictably, the
subordinate fails to deliver to the boss’s satis-
faction, which leaves the boss even more frus-
trated and convinced that the subordinate
cannot function without intense supervision.

We are not saying that intervention is al-
ways the best course of action. Sometimes,
intervention is not possible or desirable.
There may be, for instance, overwhelming
evidence that the subordinate is not capable
of doing his job. He was a hiring or promotion
mistake, which is best handled by removing
him from the position. In other cases, the
relationship between the boss and the subor-
dinate is too far gone—too much damage has
occurred to repair it. And finally, sometimes
bosses are too busy and under too much
pressure to invest the kind of resources that
intervention involves.

Yet often the biggest obstacle to effective
intervention is the boss’s mind-set. When a
boss believes that a subordinate is a weak per-
former and, on top of everything else, that
person also aggravates him, he is not going to
be able to cover up his feelings with words;
his underlying convictions will come out in
the meeting. That is why preparation for the
intervention is crucial. Before even deciding

to have a meeting, the boss must separate
emotion from reality. Was the situation al-
ways as bad as it is now? Is the subordinate
really as bad as I think he is? What is the hard
evidence I have for that belief? Could there
be other factors, aside from performance, that
have led me to label this subordinate a weak
performer? Aren’t there a few things that he
does well? He must have displayed above-
average qualifications when we decided to
hire him. Did these qualifications evaporate
all of a sudden?

The boss might even want to mentally play
out part of the conversation beforehand. If I
say this to the subordinate, what might he an-
swer? Yes, sure, he would say that it was not his
fault and that the customer was unreasonable.
Those excuses—are they really without merit?
Could he have a point? Could it be that, under
other circumstances, I might have looked more
favorably upon them? And if I still believe I’m
right, how can I help the subordinate see
things more clearly?

The boss must also mentally prepare himself
to be open to the subordinate’s views, even if
the subordinate challenges him about any
evidence regarding his poor performance. It
will be easier for the boss to be open if, when
preparing for the meeting, he has already chal-
lenged his own preconceptions.

Even when well prepared, bosses typically
experience some degree of discomfort during
intervention meetings. That is not all bad.
The subordinate will probably be somewhat
uncomfortable as well, and it is reassuring for
him to see that his boss is a human being, too.

 

Calculating Costs and Benefits

 

As we’ve said, an intervention is not always
advisable. But when it is, it results in a range of
outcomes that are uniformly better than the
alternative—that is, continued underperfor-
mance and tension. After all, bosses who sys-
tematically choose either to ignore their sub-
ordinates’ underperformance or to opt for the
more expedient solution of simply removing
perceived weak performers are condemned to
keep repeating the same mistakes. Finding
and training replacements for perceived weak
performers is a costly and recurrent expense.
So is monitoring and controlling the deterio-
rating performance of a disenchanted subor-
dinate. Getting results 

 

in spite of

 

 one’s staff is
not a sustainable solution. In other words, it

The boss must separate 

emotion from reality: Is 

the subordinate really as 

bad as I think he is?
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makes sense to think of the intervention as
an investment, not an expense—with the pay-
back likely to be high.

How high that payback will be and what
form it will take obviously depend on the
outcome of the intervention, which will it-
self depend not only on the quality of the
intervention but also on several key contex-
tual factors: How long has that relationship
been spiraling downward? Does the subordi-
nate have the intellectual and emotional
resources to make the effort that will be
required? Does the boss have enough time
and energy to do his part?

We have observed outcomes that can be
clustered into three categories. In the best-case
scenario, the intervention leads to a mixture of
coaching, training, job redesign, and a clearing
of the air; as a result, the relationship and the
subordinate’s performance improve, and the
costs associated with the syndrome go away or,
at least, decrease measurably.

In the second-best scenario, the subordi-
nate’s performance improves only margin-
ally, but because the subordinate received an
honest and open hearing from the boss, the
relationship between the two becomes more
productive. Boss and subordinate develop a
better understanding of those job dimensions
the subordinate can do well and those he
struggles with. This improved understanding
leads the boss and the subordinate to explore

 

together

 

 how they can develop a better fit
between the job and the subordinate’s
strengths and weaknesses. That improved fit
can be achieved by significantly modifying
the subordinate’s existing job or by transfer-
ring the subordinate to another job within
the company. It may even result in the subor-
dinate’s choosing to leave the company.

While that outcome is not as successful as
the first one, it is still productive; a more hon-
est relationship eases the strain on both the
boss and the subordinate, and in turn on the
subordinate’s subordinates. If the subordinate
moves to a new job within the organization
that better suits him, he will likely become a
stronger performer. His relocation may also
open up a spot in his old job for a better
performer. The key point is that, having been
treated fairly, the subordinate is much more
likely to accept the outcome of the process.
Indeed, recent studies show that the per-
ceived fairness of a process has a major impact

on employees’ reactions to its outcomes. (See
“Fair Process: Managing in the Knowledge
Economy,” by W. Chan Kim and Renée
Mauborgne, HBR July–August 1997.)

Such fairness is a benefit even in the cases
where, despite the boss’s best efforts, neither
the subordinate’s performance nor his relation-
ship with his boss improves significantly. Some-
times this happens: the subordinate truly lacks
the ability to meet the job requirements, he
has no interest in making the effort to im-
prove, and the boss and the subordinate have
both professional and personal differences
that are irreconcilable. In those cases, how-
ever, the intervention still yields indirect bene-
fits because, even if termination follows, other
employees within the company are less likely
to feel expendable or betrayed when they see
that the subordinate received fair treatment.

 

Prevention Is the Best Medicine

 

The set-up-to-fail syndrome is not an organiza-
tional fait accompli. It can be unwound. The
first step is for the boss to become aware of its
existence and acknowledge the possibility that
he might be part of the problem. The second
step requires that the boss initiate a clear,
focused intervention. Such an intervention
demands an open exchange between the boss
and the subordinate based on the evidence of
poor performance, its underlying causes, and
their joint responsibilities—culminating in a
joint decision on how to work toward eliminat-
ing the syndrome itself.

Reversing the syndrome requires managers
to challenge their own assumptions. It also de-
mands that they have the courage to look
within themselves for causes and solutions
before placing the burden of responsibility
where it does not fully belong. Prevention of the
syndrome, however, is clearly the best option.

In our current research, we examine pre-
vention directly. Our results are still prelimi-
nary, but it appears that bosses who manage
to consistently avoid the set-up-to-fail syn-
drome have several traits in common. They
do not, interestingly, behave the same way
with all subordinates. They are more involved
with some subordinates than others—they
even monitor some subordinates more than
others. However, they do so without disem-
powering and discouraging subordinates.

How? One answer is that those managers
begin by being actively involved with all their

The set-up-to-fail 

syndrome can be 

unwound. Reversing it 

requires managers to 

challenge their own 

assumptions.
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employees, gradually reducing their involve-
ment based on improved performance. Early
guidance is not threatening to subordinates,
because it is not triggered by performance
shortcomings; it is systematic and meant to
help set the conditions for future success.
Frequent contact in the beginning of the rela-
tionship gives the boss ample opportunity to
communicate with subordinates about priori-
ties, performance measures, time allocation,
and even expectations of the type and fre-
quency of communication. That kind of clar-
ity goes a long way toward preventing the
dynamic of the set-up-to-fail syndrome,
which is so often fueled by unstated expecta-
tions and a lack of clarity about priorities.

For example, in the case of Steve and Jeff,
Jeff could have made explicit very early on
that he wanted Steve to set up a system that
would analyze the root causes of quality con-
trol rejections systematically. He could have
explained the benefits of establishing such a
system during the initial stages of setting up
the new production line, and he might have
expressed his intention to be actively involved
in the system’s design and early operation. His
future involvement might then have de-
creased in such a way that could have been
jointly agreed on at that stage.

Another way managers appear to avoid
the set-up-to-fail syndrome is by challenging
their own assumptions and attitudes about
employees on an ongoing basis. They work
hard at resisting the temptation to catego-
rize employees in simplistic ways. They also
monitor their own reasoning. For example,
when feeling frustrated about a subordi-
nate’s performance, they ask themselves,
“What are the facts?” They examine whether
they are expecting things from the employee
that have not been articulated, and they try
to be objective about how often and to what
extent the employee has really failed. In
other words, these bosses delve into their
own assumptions and behavior before they
initiate a full-blown intervention.

Finally, managers avoid the set-up-to-fail
syndrome by creating an environment in
which employees feel comfortable discussing
their performance and their relationships with
the boss. Such an environment is a function of
several factors: the boss’s openness, his comfort
level with having his own opinions challenged,
even his sense of humor. The net result is that
the boss and the subordinate feel free to com-
municate frequently and to ask one another
questions about their respective behaviors
before problems mushroom or ossify.

The methods used to head off the set-up-to-
fail syndrome do, admittedly, involve a great
deal of emotional investment from bosses—
just as interventions do. We believe, however,
that this higher emotional involvement is the
key to getting subordinates to work to their
full potential. As with most things in life, you
can only expect to get a lot back if you put a
lot in. As a senior executive once said to us,
“The respect you give is the respect you get.”
We concur. If you want—indeed, need—the
people in your organization to devote their
whole hearts and minds to their work, then
you must, too.

 

1. The influence of expectations on performance
has been observed in numerous experiments by
Dov Eden and his colleagues. See Dov Eden,
“Leadership and Expectations: Pygmalion Ef-
fects and Other Self-fulfilling Prophecies in
Organizations,” 

 

Leadership Quarterly,

 

 Winter
1992, vol. 3, no. 4, pp. 271–305.
2. Chris Argyris has written extensively on how
and why people tend to behave unproduc-
tively in situations they see as threatening or
embarrassing. See, for example, 

 

Knowledge for
Action: A Guide to Overcoming Barriers to
Organizational Change

 

 (San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass, 1993).
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Pygmalion in Management

 

by J. Sterling Livingston

 

Harvard Business Review

 

September–October 1988
Product no. 88509

 

Livingston would agree with Manzoni and 
Barsoux that managers’ expectations and 
perceptions strongly shape their subordi-
nates’ performance and productivity. Indeed, 
high expectations on the part of managers 
spur the development of a “superstaff.” Low 
expectations—and the resulting damaged 
egos—prompt employees to behave in 
ways that only increase the probability that 
they’ll fail.

But Livingston also believes that a person’s 
first boss plays a crucial role during the criti-
cal learning period in which an employee’s 
self-image emerges. If companies can pro-
duce effective first-line managers who treat 
their subordinates in ways that prompt high 
performance and career satisfaction, they 
can lay the foundation for a talented work-
force in the future.

 

Primal Leadership: The Hidden Driver of 
Great Performance

 

by Daniel Goleman, Richard Boyatzis, and 
Annie McKee

 

Harvard Business Review

 

December 2001
Product no. 8296

 

Your expectations aren’t the only things that 
strongly influence employee performance. 
Your moods have an equally powerful impact. 
In fact, they can either energize 

 

or

 

 deflate your 
entire organization.

Drawing on cutting-edge research on the 
impact of emotional intelligence, these au-
thors show how a leader’s emotions drive 
his company’s success—or failure—through 
a neurological process known as 

 

mood 
contagion

 

. The article also describes a pro-
cess of self-discovery through which leaders 

can gauge their own moods, assess their 
impact on employees and peers within the 
organization, and project the positive energy 
that will inspire others to excel.

The authors make it clear that any leader 
can “rewire” his brain for greater emotional 
intelligence—and his organization for 
greater success.

 

Taking the Stress out of Stressful 
Conversations

 

by Holly Weeks

 

Harvard Business Review

 

July–August 2001
Product no. 9403

 

Having a frank discussion about the set-up-
to-fail syndrome with an employee is no 
easy task. Many managers find the very 
idea of admitting that they may be contrib-
uting to a worker’s performance problem 
difficult enough; the prospect of talking 
about it openly is virtually unbearable. Weeks 
acknowledges that stressful conversations 
of any kind carry a heavy emotional load. 
Yet avoiding them can be even more costly, 
as problems deepen and relationships sour 
further.

The author describes three of the most 
common stressful conversations in the work-
place: the delivering of bad news, the erup-
tion of unexpected conflict, and personal 
attacks and political manipulation. She then 
explains how to prepare for a stressful con-
versation and how to manage the interper-
sonal dynamics during the conversation. By 
conversing in new ways, people can resolve 
workplace problems—without damaging 
their company in the process.
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The word 

 

team

 

 gets bandied about so 
loosely that many managers are oblivious 
to its real meaning—or its true potential. 
With a run-of-the-mill working group, per-
formance is a function of what the mem-
bers do as individuals. A team’s perfor-
mance, by contrast, calls for both individual 
and mutual accountability.

Though it may not seem like anything spe-
cial, mutual accountability can lead to as-
tonishing results. It enables a team to 
achieve performance levels that are far 
greater than the individual bests of the 
team’s members. To achieve these benefits, 
team members must do more than listen, 
respond constructively, and provide sup-
port to one another. In addition to sharing 
these team-building values, they must 
share an essential

 

 discipline

 

.

A team’s essential discipline comprises five 
characteristics:

 

1. A meaningful common purpose that the 
team has helped shape.

 

 Most teams are re-
sponding to an initial mandate from outside 
the team. But to be successful, the team 
must “own” this purpose, develop its own 
spin on it.

 

2. Specific performance goals that flow from 
the common purpose.

 

 For example, getting 
a new product to market in less than half the 
normal time. Compelling goals inspire and 
challenge a team, give it a sense of urgency. 
They also have a leveling effect, requiring 
members to focus on the collective effort 
necessary rather than any differences in title 
or status.

 

3. A mix of complementary skills.

 

 These 
include technical or functional expertise, 
problem-solving and decision-making skills, 
and interpersonal skills. Successful teams 
rarely have all the needed skills at the out-
set—they develop them as they learn what 
the challenge requires.

 

4. A strong commitment to how the work 
gets done.

 

 Teams must agree on who will 
do what jobs, how schedules will be estab-
lished and honored, and how decisions will 
be made and modified. On a genuine team, 
each member does equivalent amounts of 
real work; all members, the leader included, 
contribute in concrete ways to the team’s 
collective work-products.

 

5. Mutual accountability.

 

 Trust and commit-
ment cannot be coerced. The process of 
agreeing upon appropriate goals serves as 
the crucible in which members forge their 
accountability to each other—not just to the 
leader.

Once the essential discipline has been estab-
lished, a team is free to concentrate on the 
critical challenges it faces:

 

•

 

For a team whose purpose is to make rec-
ommendations, that means making a fast 
and constructive start and providing a 
clean handoff to those who will implement 
the recommendations.

 

•

 

For a team that makes or does things, it’s 
keeping the specific performance goals in 
sharp focus.

 

•

 

For a team that runs things, the primary 
task is distinguishing the challenges that re-
quire a real team approach from those that 
don’t.

If a task doesn’t demand joint work-products, 
a working group can be the more effective 
option. Team opportunities are usually those 
in which hierarchy or organizational bound-
aries inhibit the skills and perspectives 
needed for optimal results. Little wonder, 
then, that teams have become the primary 
units of productivity in high-performance 
organizations.
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What makes the difference between a team that performs and one that 

doesn’t?

 

It won’t surprise anyone to find an article on teams 
by Jon Katzenbach and Douglas Smith figuring into 
an issue devoted to high performance. While Peter 
Drucker may have been the first to point out that a 
team-based organization can be highly effective, 
Katzenbach and Smith’s work made it possible for 
companies to implement the idea.

In this groundbreaking 1993 article, the authors 
say that if managers want to make better decisions 
about teams, they must be clear about what a team 
is. They define a team as “a small number of people 
with complementary skills who are committed to a 
common purpose, set of performance goals, and 
approach for which they hold themselves mutually 
accountable.” That definition lays down the disci-
pline that teams must share to be effective.

Katzenbach and Smith discuss the four ele-
ments—common commitment and purpose, per-
formance goals, complementary skills, and mu-
tual accountability—that make teams function. 
They also classify teams into three varieties—
teams that recommend things, teams that make 
or do things, and teams that run things—and de-
scribe how each type faces different challenges.

 

Early in the 1980s, Bill Greenwood and a small
band of rebel railroaders took on most of the
top management of Burlington Northern and
created a multibillion-dollar business in “piggy-
backing” rail services despite widespread resis-
tance, even resentment, within the company.
The Medical Products Group at Hewlett-
Packard owes most of its leading performance
to the remarkable efforts of Dean Morton, Lew
Platt, Ben Holmes, Dick Alberding, and a hand-
ful of their colleagues who revitalized a health
care business that most others had written off.
At Knight Ridder, Jim Batten’s “customer obses-
sion” vision took root at the 

 

Tallahassee Demo-
crat

 

 when 14 frontline enthusiasts turned a
charter to eliminate errors into a mission of
major change and took the entire paper along
with them.

Such are the stories and the work of teams—
real teams that perform, not amorphous groups
that we call teams because we think that the
label is motivating and energizing. The differ-
ence between teams that perform and other
groups that don’t is a subject to which most of us
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pay far too little attention. Part of the problem is
that “team” is a word and concept so familiar to
everyone. (See the exhibit “Not All Groups Are
Teams: How to Tell the Difference.”)

Or at least that’s what we thought when we
set out to do research for our book 

 

The Wisdom
of Teams

 

 (HarperBusiness, 1993). We wanted to
discover what differentiates various levels of
team performance, where and how teams
work best, and what top management can do
to enhance their effectiveness. We talked
with hundreds of people on more than 50
different teams in 30 companies and beyond,
from Motorola and Hewlett-Packard to Opera-
tion Desert Storm and the Girl Scouts.

We found that there is a basic discipline that
makes teams work. We also found that teams
and good performance are inseparable: You
cannot have one without the other. But people
use the word “team” so loosely that it gets in
the way of learning and applying the discipline
that leads to good performance. For managers
to make better decisions about whether, when,
or how to encourage and use teams, it is im-
portant to be more precise about what a team
is and what it isn’t.

Most executives advocate teamwork. And
they should. Teamwork represents a set of val-
ues that encourage listening and responding
constructively to views expressed by others,
giving others the benefit of the doubt, provid-
ing support, and recognizing the interests and
achievements of others. Such values help
teams perform, and they also promote indi-
vidual performance as well as the perfor-
mance of an entire organization. But team-
work values by themselves are not exclusive
to teams, nor are they enough to ensure team
performance. (See the sidebar “Building Team
Performance.”)

Nor is a team just any group working to-
gether. Committees, councils, and task forces
are not necessarily teams. Groups do not be-
come teams simply because that is what some-
one calls them. The entire workforce of any
large and complex organization is 

 

never

 

 a
team, but think about how often that platitude
is offered up.

To understand how teams deliver extra per-
formance, we must distinguish between teams
and other forms of working groups. That dis-
tinction turns on performance results. A work-
ing group’s performance is a function of what
its members do as individuals. A team’s perfor-

mance includes both individual results and
what we call “collective work products.” A col-
lective work product is what two or more
members must work on together, such as inter-
views, surveys, or experiments. Whatever it is,
a collective work product reflects the joint, real
contribution of team members.

Working groups are both prevalent and ef-
fective in large organizations where individ-
ual accountability is most important. The best
working groups come together to share infor-
mation, perspectives, and insights; to make
decisions that help each person do his or her
job better; and to reinforce individual perfor-
mance standards. But the focus is always on
individual goals and accountabilities. Working-
group members don’t take responsibility for
results other than their own. Nor do they try
to develop incremental performance contri-
butions requiring the combined work of two
or more members.

Teams differ fundamentally from working
groups because they require both individual
and mutual accountability. Teams rely on
more than group discussion, debate, and deci-
sion, on more than sharing information and
best-practice performance standards. Teams
produce discrete work products through the
joint contributions of their members. This is
what makes possible performance levels
greater than the sum of all the individual
bests of team members. Simply stated, a team
is more than the sum of its parts.

The first step in developing a disciplined ap-
proach to team management is to think about
teams as discrete units of performance and not
just as positive sets of values. Having observed
and worked with scores of teams in action,
both successes and failures, we offer the fol-
lowing. Think of it as a working definition or,
better still, an essential discipline that real
teams share: 

 

A team is a small number of people
with complementary skills who are committed to
a common purpose, set of performance goals,
and approach for which they hold themselves
mutually accountable.

 

The essence of a team is common commit-
ment. Without it, groups perform as individu-
als; with it, they become a powerful unit of col-
lective performance. This kind of commitment
requires a purpose in which team members
can believe. Whether the purpose is to “trans-
form the contributions of suppliers into the
satisfaction of customers,” to “make our com-

 

Jon R. Katzenbach

 

 is a founder 
and senior partner of Katzenbach Part-
ners, a strategic and organizational 
consulting firm, and a former director 
of McKinsey & Company. His most re-
cent book is 

 

Why Pride Matters More 
Than Money: The Power of the World’s 
Greatest Motivational Force

 

 (Crown 
Business, 2003).  

 

Douglas K. Smith

 

 
is an organizational consultant and 
a former partner at McKinsey & Com-
pany. His most recent book is 

 

On Value 
and Values: Thinking Differently 
About We in an Age of Me

 

 (Financial 
Times Prentice Hall, 2004).  
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pany one we can be proud of again,” or to
“prove that all children can learn,” credible
team purposes have an element related to win-
ning, being first, revolutionizing, or being on
the cutting edge.

Teams develop direction, momentum, and
commitment by working to shape a meaning-
ful purpose. Building ownership and commit-
ment to team purpose, however, is not incom-
patible with taking initial direction from
outside the team. The often-asserted assump-
tion that a team cannot “own” its purpose un-
less management leaves it alone actually con-
fuses more potential teams than it helps. In
fact, it is the exceptional case—for example,
entrepreneurial situations—when a team cre-
ates a purpose entirely on its own.

Most successful teams shape their purposes
in response to a demand or opportunity put in
their path, usually by higher management.
This helps teams get started by broadly fram-
ing the company’s performance expectation.
Management is responsible for clarifying the
charter, rationale, and performance challenge
for the team, but management must also leave
enough flexibility for the team to develop com-
mitment around its own spin on that purpose,
set of specific goals, timing, and approach.

The best teams invest a tremendous amount
of time and effort exploring, shaping, and
agreeing on a purpose that belongs to them
both collectively and individually. This “pur-
posing” activity continues throughout the life
of the team. By contrast, failed teams rarely de-
velop a common purpose. For whatever rea-

son—an insufficient focus on performance,
lack of effort, poor leadership—they do not co-
alesce around a challenging aspiration.

The best teams also translate their common
purpose into specific performance goals, such
as reducing the reject rate from suppliers by
50% or increasing the math scores of graduates
from 40% to 95%. Indeed, if a team fails to es-
tablish specific performance goals or if those
goals do not relate directly to the team’s over-
all purpose, team members become confused,
pull apart, and revert to mediocre perfor-
mance. By contrast, when purposes and goals
build on one another and are combined with
team commitment, they become a powerful
engine of performance.

Transforming broad directives into specific
and measurable performance goals is the sur-
est first step for a team trying to shape a pur-
pose meaningful to its members. Specific
goals, such as getting a new product to market
in less than half the normal time, responding
to all customers within 24 hours, or achieving a
zero-defect rate while simultaneously cutting
costs by 40%, all provide firm footholds for
teams. There are several reasons:

• Specific team-performance goals help de-
fine a set of work products that are different
both from an organization-wide mission and
from individual job objectives. As a result, such
work products require the collective effort of
team members to make something specific
happen that, in and of itself, adds real value to
results. By contrast, simply gathering from time
to time to make decisions will not sustain team
performance.

• The specificity of performance objectives
facilitates clear communication and construc-
tive conflict within the team. When a plant-
level team, for example, sets a goal of reducing
average machine changeover time to two
hours, the clarity of the goal forces the team to
concentrate on what it would take either to
achieve or to reconsider the goal. When such
goals are clear, discussions can focus on how to
pursue them or whether to change them; when
goals are ambiguous or nonexistent, such dis-
cussions are much less productive.

• The attainability of specific goals helps
teams maintain their focus on getting results. A
product-development team at Eli Lilly’s Periph-
eral Systems Division set definite yardsticks for
the market introduction of an ultrasonic probe
to help doctors locate deep veins and arteries.

 

Not All Groups Are Teams: How to Tell 
the Difference

 

Working Group

 

•

 

Strong, clearly focused leader

 

•

 

Individual accountability

 

•

 

The group’s purpose is the same as 
the broader organizational mission

 

•

 

Individual work products

 

•

 

Runs efficient meetings

 

•

 

Measures its effectiveness indirectly 
by its influence on others (such as 
financial performance of the 
business)

 

•

 

Discusses, decides, and delegates

 

Team

 

•

 

Shared leadership roles

 

•

 

Individual and mutual 
accountability

 

•

 

Specific team purpose that the team 
itself delivers

 

•

 

Collective work products

 

•

 

Encourages open-ended discussion 
and active problem-solving meetings

 

•

 

Measures performance directly by 
assessing collective work products

 

•

 

Discusses, decides, and does real 
work together

page 52



 
The Discipline of Teams

 
•

 
•

 
•

 
B

 

EST

 
 

 

OF

 
 HBR 1993

 

harvard business review • july–august 2005

 

Building Team Performance

 

Although there is no guaranteed how-to recipe for building team performance, we observed a number of approaches shared by 
many successful teams.

 

Establish urgency, demanding per-

formance standards, and direction. 

 

All 
team members need to believe the 
team has urgent and worthwhile pur-
poses, and they want to know what the 
expectations are. Indeed, the more ur-
gent and meaningful the rationale, the 
more likely it is that the team will live 
up to its performance potential, as was 
the case for a customer-service team 
that was told that further growth for the 
entire company would be impossible 
without major improvements in that 
area. Teams work best in a compelling 
context. That is why companies with 
strong performance ethics usually form 
teams readily.

 

Select members for skill and skill 

potential, not personality. 

 

No team 
succeeds without all the skills needed to 
meet its purpose and performance 
goals. Yet most teams figure out the 
skills they will need after they are 
formed. The wise manager will choose 
people for their existing skills and their 
potential to improve existing skills and 
learn new ones.

 

Pay particular attention to first 

meetings and actions. Initial impres-

sions always mean a great deal. 

 

When 
potential teams first gather, everyone 
monitors the signals given by others to 
confirm, suspend, or dispel assumptions 
and concerns. They pay particular atten-
tion to those in authority: the team 
leader and any executives who set up, 
oversee, or otherwise influence the 
team. And, as always, what such leaders 
do is more important than what they 
say. If a senior executive leaves the team 
kickoff to take a phone call ten minutes 
after the session has begun and he 
never returns, people get the message.

 

Set some clear rules of behavior. 

 

All effective teams develop rules of 
conduct at the outset to help them 
achieve their purpose and perfor-
mance goals. The most critical initial 
rules pertain to attendance (for exam-
ple, “no interruptions to take phone 
calls”), discussion (“no sacred cows”), 
confidentiality (“the only things to 
leave this room are what we agree 
on”), analytic approach (“facts are 
friendly”), end-product orientation 
(“everyone gets assignments and does 
them”), constructive confrontation 
(“no finger pointing”), and, often the 
most important, contributions (“every-
one does real work”).

 

Set and seize upon a few immedi-

ate performance-oriented tasks and 

goals. 

 

Most effective teams trace their 
advancement to key performance-
oriented events. Such events can be 
set in motion by immediately estab-
lishing a few challenging goals that 
can be reached early on. There is no 
such thing as a real team without 
performance results, so the sooner 
such results occur, the sooner the 
team congeals.

 

Challenge the group regularly 

with fresh facts and information. 

 

New information causes a team to re-
define and enrich its understanding of 
the performance challenge, thereby 
helping the team shape a common 
purpose, set clearer goals, and im-
prove its common approach. A plant 
quality improvement team knew the 
cost of poor quality was high, but it 
wasn’t until they researched the differ-
ent types of defects and put a price tag 
on each one that they knew where to 
go next. Conversely, teams err when 

they assume that all the information 
needed exists in the collective experi-
ence and knowledge of their members.

 

Spend lots of time together. 

 

Com-
mon sense tells us that team members 
must spend a lot of time together, 
scheduled and unscheduled, especially 
in the beginning. Indeed, creative in-
sights as well as personal bonding re-
quire impromptu and casual interac-
tions just as much as analyzing 
spreadsheets and interviewing cus-
tomers. Busy executives and managers 
too often intentionally minimize the 
time they spend together. The success-
ful teams we’ve observed all gave 
themselves the time to learn to be a 
team. This time need not always be 
spent together physically; electronic, 
fax, and phone time can also count as 
time spent together.

 

Exploit the power of positive feed-

back, recognition, and reward. 

 

Posi-
tive reinforcement works as well in a 
team context as elsewhere. Giving out 
“gold stars” helps shape new behaviors 
critical to team performance. If people 
in the group, for example, are alert to a 
shy person’s initial efforts to speak up 
and contribute, they can give the hon-
est positive reinforcement that encour-
ages continued contributions. There 
are many ways to recognize and re-
ward team performance beyond direct 
compensation, from having a senior 
executive speak directly to the team 
about the urgency of its mission to 
using awards to recognize contribu-
tions. Ultimately, however, the satisfac-
tion shared by a team in its own per-
formance becomes the most cherished 
reward.
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The probe had to have an audible signal
through a specified depth of tissue, be capable
of being manufactured at a rate of 100 per day,
and have a unit cost less than a preestablished
amount. Because the team could measure its
progress against each of these specific objec-
tives, the team knew throughout the develop-
ment process where it stood. Either it had
achieved its goals or not.

• As Outward Bound and other team-building
programs illustrate, specific objectives have a
leveling effect conducive to team behavior.
When a small group of people challenge them-
selves to get over a wall or to reduce cycle time
by 50%, their respective titles, perks, and other
stripes fade into the background. The teams
that succeed evaluate what and how each indi-
vidual can best contribute to the team’s goal
and, more important, do so in terms of the per-
formance objective itself rather than a person’s
status or personality.

• Specific goals allow a team to achieve
small wins as it pursues its broader purpose.
These small wins are invaluable to building
commitment and overcoming the inevitable
obstacles that get in the way of a long-term pur-
pose. For example, the Knight Ridder team
mentioned at the outset turned a narrow goal
to eliminate errors into a compelling customer
service purpose.

• Performance goals are compelling. They
are symbols of accomplishment that motivate
and energize. They challenge the people on a
team to commit themselves, as a team, to make
a difference. Drama, urgency, and a healthy
fear of failure combine to drive teams that have
their collective eye on an attainable, but chal-
lenging, goal. Nobody but the team can make it
happen. It’s their challenge.

The combination of purpose and specific
goals is essential to performance. Each de-
pends on the other to remain relevant and vi-
tal. Clear performance goals help a team keep
track of progress and hold itself accountable;
the broader, even nobler, aspirations in a
team’s purpose supply both meaning and emo-
tional energy.

Virtually all effective teams we have met,
read or heard about, or been members of have
ranged between two and 25 people. For exam-
ple, the Burlington Northern piggybacking
team had seven members, and the Knight Rid-
der newspaper team had 14. The majority of
them have numbered less than ten. Small size

is admittedly more of a pragmatic guide than
an absolute necessity for success. A large num-
ber of people, say 50 or more, can theoretically
become a team. But groups of such size are
more likely to break into subteams rather than
function as a single unit.

Why? Large numbers of people have trou-
ble interacting constructively as a group, much
less doing real work together. Ten people are
far more likely than 50 to work through their
individual, functional, and hierarchical differ-
ences toward a common plan and to hold
themselves jointly accountable for the results.

Large groups also face logistical issues,
such as finding enough physical space and
time to meet. And they confront more com-
plex constraints, like crowd or herd behaviors,
which prevent the intense sharing of view-
points needed to build a team. As a result,
when they try to develop a common purpose,
they usually produce only superficial “mis-
sions” and well-meaning intentions that can-
not be translated into concrete objectives.
They tend fairly quickly to reach a point
when meetings become a chore, a clear sign
that most of the people in the group are un-
certain why they have gathered, beyond some
notion of getting along better. Anyone who
has been through one of these exercises un-
derstands how frustrating it can be. This kind
of failure tends to foster cynicism, which gets
in the way of future team efforts.

In addition to finding the right size, teams
must develop the right mix of skills; that is,
each of the complementary skills necessary to
do the team’s job. As obvious as it sounds, it is
a common failing in potential teams. Skill re-
quirements fall into three fairly self-evident
categories.

 

Technical or Functional Expertise. 

 

It would
make little sense for a group of doctors to liti-
gate an employment discrimination case in a
court of law. Yet teams of doctors and lawyers
often try medical malpractice or personal in-
jury cases. Similarly, product development
groups that include only marketers or engi-
neers are less likely to succeed than those with
the complementary skills of both.

 

Problem-Solving and Decision-Making
Skills. 

 

Teams must be able to identify the
problems and opportunities they face, evalu-
ate the options they have for moving forward,
and then make necessary trade-offs and deci-
sions about how to proceed. Most teams need

People use the word 

“team” so loosely that it 

gets in the way of 

learning and applying 

the discipline that leads 

to good performance.
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some members with these skills to begin with,
although many will develop them best on the
job.

 

Interpersonal Skills. 

 

Common understand-
ing and purpose cannot arise without effective
communication and constructive conflict, which
in turn depend on interpersonal skills. These skills
include risk taking, helpful criticism, objectivity,
active listening, giving the benefit of the doubt,
and recognizing the interests and achievements
of others.

Obviously, a team cannot get started with-
out some minimum complement of skills, es-
pecially technical and functional ones. Still,
think about how often you’ve been part of a
team whose members were chosen primarily
on the basis of personal compatibility or for-
mal position in the organization, and in which
the skill mix of its members wasn’t given much
thought.

It is equally common to overemphasize
skills in team selection. Yet in all the successful
teams we’ve encountered, not one had all the
needed skills at the outset. The Burlington
Northern team, for example, initially had no
members who were skilled marketers despite
the fact that their performance challenge was
a marketing one. In fact, we discovered that
teams are powerful vehicles for developing the
skills needed to meet the team’s performance
challenge. Accordingly, team member selec-
tion ought to ride as much on skill potential as
on skills already proven.

Effective teams develop strong commitment
to a common approach; that is, to how they
will work together to accomplish their pur-
pose. Team members must agree on who will
do particular jobs, how schedules will be set
and adhered to, what skills need to be devel-
oped, how continuing membership in the
team is to be earned, and how the group will
make and modify decisions. This element of
commitment is as important to team perfor-
mance as the team’s commitment to its pur-
pose and goals.

Agreeing on the specifics of work and how
they fit together to integrate individual skills
and advance team performance lies at the
heart of shaping a common approach. It is per-
haps self-evident that an approach that dele-
gates all the real work to a few members (or
staff outsiders) and thus relies on reviews and
meetings for its only “work together” aspects,
cannot sustain a real team. Every member of a

successful team does equivalent amounts of
real work; all members, including the team
leader, contribute in concrete ways to the
team’s work product. This is a very important
element of the emotional logic that drives
team performance.

When individuals approach a team situa-
tion, especially in a business setting, each has
preexisting job assignments as well as
strengths and weaknesses reflecting a variety
of talents, backgrounds, personalities, and
prejudices. Only through the mutual discov-
ery and understanding of how to apply all its
human resources to a common purpose can a
team develop and agree on the best approach
to achieve its goals. At the heart of such long
and, at times, difficult interactions lies a
commitment-building process in which the
team candidly explores who is best suited to
each task as well as how individual roles will
come together. In effect, the team establishes
a social contract among members that relates
to their purpose and guides and obligates
how they must work together.

No group ever becomes a team until it can
hold itself accountable as a team. Like com-
mon purpose and approach, mutual account-
ability is a stiff test. Think, for example, about
the subtle but critical difference between “the
boss holds me accountable” and “we hold our-
selves accountable.” The first case can lead to
the second, but without the second, there can
be no team.

Companies like Hewlett-Packard and Mo-
torola have an ingrained performance ethic
that enables teams to form organically when-
ever there is a clear performance challenge re-
quiring collective rather than individual effort.
In these companies, the factor of mutual ac-
countability is commonplace. “Being in the
boat together” is how their performance game
is played.

At its core, team accountability is about the
sincere promises we make to ourselves and
others, promises that underpin two critical as-
pects of effective teams: commitment and
trust. Most of us enter a potential team situa-
tion cautiously because ingrained individual-
ism and experience discourage us from putting
our fates in the hands of others or accepting re-
sponsibility for others. Teams do not succeed
by ignoring or wishing away such behavior.

Mutual accountability cannot be coerced
any more than people can be made to trust
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one another. But when a team shares a com-
mon purpose, goals, and approach, mutual ac-
countability grows as a natural counterpart.
Accountability arises from and reinforces the
time, energy, and action invested in figuring
out what the team is trying to accomplish and
how best to get it done.

When people work together toward a com-
mon objective, trust and commitment follow.
Consequently, teams enjoying a strong com-
mon purpose and approach inevitably hold
themselves responsible, both as individuals
and as a team, for the team’s performance.
This sense of mutual accountability also pro-
duces the rich rewards of mutual achievement
in which all members share. What we heard
over and over from members of effective
teams is that they found the experience ener-
gizing and motivating in ways that their “nor-
mal” jobs never could match.

On the other hand, groups established pri-
marily for the sake of becoming a team or for
job enhancement, communication, organiza-
tional effectiveness, or excellence rarely be-
come effective teams, as demonstrated by the
bad feelings left in many companies after ex-
perimenting with quality circles that never
translated “quality” into specific goals. Only
when appropriate performance goals are set
does the process of discussing the goals and
the approaches to them give team members a
clearer and clearer choice: They can disagree
with a goal and the path that the team selects
and, in effect, opt out, or they can pitch in
and become accountable with and to their
teammates.

The discipline of teams we’ve outlined is
critical to the success of all teams. Yet it is also
useful to go one step further. Most teams can
be classified in one of three ways: teams that
recommend things, teams that make or do
things, and teams that run things. In our expe-
rience, each type faces a characteristic set of
challenges.

 

Teams That Recommend Things. 

 

These
teams include task forces; project groups; and
audit, quality, or safety groups asked to study
and solve particular problems. Teams that rec-
ommend things almost always have predeter-
mined completion dates. Two critical issues
are unique to such teams: getting off to a fast
and constructive start and dealing with the ul-
timate handoff that’s required to get recom-
mendations implemented.

The key to the first issue lies in the clarity of
the team’s charter and the composition of its
membership. In addition to wanting to know
why and how their efforts are important, task
forces need a clear definition of whom man-
agement expects to participate and the time
commitment required. Management can help
by ensuring that the team includes people
with the skills and influence necessary for
crafting practical recommendations that will
carry weight throughout the organization.
Moreover, management can help the team get
the necessary cooperation by opening doors
and dealing with political obstacles.

Missing the handoff is almost always the
problem that stymies teams that recommend
things. To avoid this, the transfer of responsibil-
ity for recommendations to those who must im-
plement them demands top management’s
time and attention. The more top managers as-
sume that recommendations will “just happen,”
the less likely it is that they will. The more in-
volvement task force members have in imple-
menting their recommendations, the more
likely they are to get implemented.

To the extent that people outside the task
force will have to carry the ball, it is critical to
involve them in the process early and often,
certainly well before recommendations are fi-
nalized. Such involvement may take many
forms, including participating in interviews,
helping with analyses, contributing and cri-
tiquing ideas, and conducting experiments and
trials. At a minimum, anyone responsible for
implementation should receive a briefing on
the task force’s purpose, approach, and objec-
tives at the beginning of the effort as well as
regular reviews of progress.

 

Teams That Make or Do Things. 

 

These
teams include people at or near the front lines
who are responsible for doing the basic manu-
facturing, development, operations, market-
ing, sales, service, and other value-adding ac-
tivities of a business. With some exceptions,
such as new-product development or process
design teams, teams that make or do things
tend to have no set completion dates because
their activities are ongoing.

In deciding where team performance might
have the greatest impact, top management
should concentrate on what we call the com-
pany’s “critical delivery points”—that is, places
in the organization where the cost and value of
the company’s products and services are most
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directly determined. Such critical delivery
points might include where accounts get man-
aged, customer service performed, products
designed, and productivity determined. If per-
formance at critical delivery points depends on
combining multiple skills, perspectives, and
judgments in real time, then the team option is
the smartest one.

When an organization does require a signifi-
cant number of teams at these points, the
sheer challenge of maximizing the perfor-
mance of so many groups will demand a care-
fully constructed and performance-focused set
of management processes. The issue here for
top management is how to build the necessary
systems and process supports without falling
into the trap of appearing to promote teams
for their own sake.

The imperative here, returning to our ear-
lier discussion of the basic discipline of teams,
is a relentless focus on performance. If man-
agement fails to pay persistent attention to the
link between teams and performance, the or-
ganization becomes convinced that “this year,
we are doing ‘teams’.” Top management can
help by instituting processes like pay schemes
and training for teams responsive to their real
time needs, but more than anything else, top
management must make clear and compelling
demands on the teams themselves and then
pay constant attention to their progress with
respect to both team basics and performance
results. This means focusing on specific teams
and specific performance challenges. Other-
wise “performance,” like “team,” will become a
cliché.

 

Teams That Run Things. 

 

Despite the fact
that many leaders refer to the group reporting
to them as a team, few groups really are. And
groups that become real teams seldom think
of themselves as a team because they are so
focused on performance results. Yet the op-
portunity for such teams includes groups from
the top of the enterprise down through the di-
visional or functional level. Whether it is in
charge of thousands of people or just a hand-
ful, as long as the group oversees some busi-
ness, ongoing program, or significant func-
tional activity, it is a team that runs things.

The main issue these teams face is deter-
mining whether a real team approach is the
right one. Many groups that run things can be
more effective as working groups than as
teams. The key judgment is whether the sum

of individual bests will suffice for the perfor-
mance challenge at hand or whether the group
must deliver substantial incremental perfor-
mance requiring real joint work products. Al-
though the team option promises greater per-
formance, it also brings more risk, and
managers must be brutally honest in assessing
the trade-offs.

Members may have to overcome a natural
reluctance to trust their fate to others. The
price of faking the team approach is high: At
best, members get diverted from their individ-
ual goals, costs outweigh benefits, and people
resent the imposition on their time and priori-
ties. At worst, serious animosities develop that
undercut even the potential personal bests of
the working-group approach.

Working groups present fewer risks. Effective
working groups need little time to shape their
purpose, since the leader usually establishes it.
Meetings are run against well-prioritized agen-
das. And decisions are implemented through
specific individual assignments and accountabil-
ities. Most of the time, therefore, if performance
aspirations can be met through individuals
doing their respective jobs well, the working-
group approach is more comfortable, less risky,
and less disruptive than trying for more elusive
team performance levels. Indeed, if there is no
performance need for the team approach, ef-
forts spent to improve the effectiveness of the
working group make much more sense than
floundering around trying to become a team.

Having said that, we believe the extra level
of performance teams can achieve is becoming
critical for a growing number of companies, es-
pecially as they move through major changes
during which company performance depends
on broad-based behavioral change. When top
management uses teams to run things, it
should make sure the team succeeds in identi-
fying specific purposes and goals.

This is a second major issue for teams that
run things. Too often, such teams confuse the
broad mission of the total organization with
the specific purpose of their small group at the
top. The discipline of teams tells us that for a
real team to form, there must be a team pur-
pose that is distinctive and specific to the small
group and that requires its members to roll up
their sleeves and accomplish something be-
yond individual end products. If a group of
managers looks only at the economic perfor-
mance of the part of the organization it runs to
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assess overall effectiveness, the group will not
have any team performance goals of its own.

While the basic discipline of teams does not
differ for them, teams at the top are certainly
the most difficult. The complexities of long-
term challenges, heavy demands on executive
time, and the deep-seated individualism of se-
nior people conspire against teams at the top.
At the same time, teams at the top are the
most powerful. At first we thought such teams
were nearly impossible. That is because we
were looking at the teams as defined by the
formal organizational structure; that is, the
leader and all his or her direct reports equals
the team. Then we discovered that real teams
at the top were often smaller and less formal-
ized: Whitehead and Weinberg at Goldman Sa-
chs; Hewlett and Packard at HP; Krasnoff, Pall,
and Hardy at Pall Corporation; Kendall, Pear-
son, and Calloway at Pepsi; Haas and Haas at
Levi Strauss; Batten and Ridder at Knight Rid-
der. They were mostly twos and threes, with an
occasional fourth.

Nonetheless, real teams at the top of large,
complex organizations are still few and far be-
tween. Far too many groups at the top of large
corporations needlessly constrain themselves
from achieving real team levels of perfor-
mance because they assume that all direct re-
ports must be on the team, that team goals
must be identical to corporate goals, that the
team members’ positions rather than skills de-
termine their respective roles, that a team
must be a team all the time, and that the team
leader is above doing real work.

As understandable as these assumptions
may be, most of them are unwarranted. They
do not apply to the teams at the top we have
observed, and when replaced with more realis-
tic and flexible assumptions that permit the
team discipline to be applied, real team perfor-

mance at the top can and does occur. More-
over, as more and more companies are con-
fronted with the need to manage major
change across their organizations, we will see
more real teams at the top.

We believe that teams will become the pri-
mary unit of performance in high-performance
organizations. But that does not mean that
teams will crowd out individual opportunity or
formal hierarchy and process. Rather, teams will
enhance existing structures without replacing
them. A team opportunity exists anywhere hier-
archy or organizational boundaries inhibit the
skills and perspectives needed for optimal re-
sults. Thus, new-product innovation requires
preserving functional excellence through struc-
ture while eradicating functional bias through
teams. And frontline productivity requires pre-
serving direction and guidance through hierar-
chy while drawing on energy and flexibility
through self-managing teams.

We are convinced that every company faces
specific performance challenges for which
teams are the most practical and powerful ve-
hicle at top management’s disposal. The criti-
cal role for senior managers, therefore, is to
worry about company performance and the
kinds of teams that can deliver it. This means
top management must recognize a team’s
unique potential to deliver results, deploy
teams strategically when they are the best tool
for the job, and foster the basic discipline of
teams that will make them effective. By doing
so, top management creates the kind of envi-
ronment that enables team as well as individ-
ual and organizational performance.
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Further Reading
A R T I C L E S
How Management Teams Can Have 
a Good Fight
by Kathleen M. Eisenhardt, Jean L. Kahwajy, 
and L. J. Bourgeois III
Harvard Business Review
July–August 1997
Product no. 97402

Teams whose members challenge one an-
other’s thinking can create more options 
and ultimately make better decisions. But 
without the kind of discipline advocated by 
Katzenbach and Smith, such friction can be-
come unproductive or downright ugly in-
stead of creative. In this article, the authors 
identify six tactics that bring discipline to 
team decision making: Acquire as much infor-
mation as possible and focus on facts. De-
velop as many options as possible and evalu-
ate them jointly. Agree sincerely on common 
goals. Encourage humor. Ensure a balance of 
power among team members. And in cases 
where agreement cannot be reached, have 
the most relevant person make the decision 
based on input from the group.

How the Right Measures Help Teams 
Excel
by Christopher Meyer
Harvard Business Review
May–June 1994
Product no. 94305

For multifunctional teams to fulfill their prom-
ise, performance-measurement systems must 
be modified so that they adequately capture 
cross-functional work. Meyer offers four guid-
ing principles for building measurement sys-
tems that promote team members’ mutual 
commitment to specified goals. First, the sys-
tem should help the team, rather than top 
managers, gauge its progress. Second, the 
team must play the lead in designing its own 
measurement system. Third, the team needs 
to devise measures of the process by which it 
delivers value. (Knowing that there’s been an 
8% drop in quarterly profits with a 10% rise in 

service costs doesn’t tell a customer-service 
team what to do differently. But knowing that 
the average time spent per service call rose 
15%, and that late calls consequently rose 
10%, helps the team understand the prob-
lem.) And fourth, no more than a handful of 
measures should be used.

B O O K
Team Talk: The Power of Language 
in Team Dynamics
by Anne Donnellon
Harvard Business School Press
1996
Product no. 619X

Donnellon takes a sociolinguistic perspective 
on why so many teams underperform—
that is, she examines how teams talk for 
clues about why teams fail to meet expecta-
tions. Her definition of team—a group of 
people who are necessary to accomplish a 
task that requires the continuous integration 
of the expertise distributed among them—
is consonant with the notion of mutuality 
that Katzenbach and Smith describe. Talk, 
Donnellon explains, is how teams achieve in-
tegration and mutuality. The work of most 
teams involves constructing new meanings, 
whether it’s in the form of new product devel-
opments or enhanced processes. And that 
work is essentially linguistic.
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Managing our 

 

bosses

 

? Isn’t that merely ma-
nipulation? Corporate cozying up? Out-and-
out apple polishing? In fact, we manage our 
bosses for very good reasons: to get re-
sources to do the best job, not only for our-
selves, but for our bosses and our companies 
as well. We actively pursue a healthy and pro-
ductive working relationship based on mutual 
respect and understanding—understanding 
our own and our bosses’ strengths, weak-
nesses, goals, work styles, and needs. Here’s 
what can happen when we don’t:

Example:

 

A new president with a formal work style 
replaced someone who’d been looser, 
more intuitive. The new president preferred 
written reports and structured meetings. 
One of his managers found this too con-
trolling. He seldom sent background infor-
mation, and was often blindsided by un-
anticipated questions. His boss found 
their meetings inefficient and frustrating. 
The manager had to resign.

In contrast, here’s how another manager’s sen-
sitivity to this same boss’s style really paid off:

Example:

 

This manager identified the kinds and fre-
quency of information the president 
wanted. He sent ahead background re-
ports and discussion agendas. The result? 
Highly productive meetings and even 
more innovative problem solving than 
with his previous boss.

Managers often don’t realize how much 
their bosses depend on them. They need 
cooperation, reliability, and honesty from 
their direct reports. Many managers also 
don’t realize how much they depend on 
their bosses—for links to the rest of the orga-
nization, for setting priorities, and for obtain-
ing critical resources.

Recognizing this mutual dependence, effec-
tive managers seek out information about 
the boss’s concerns and are sensitive to his 
work style. They also understand how their 
own attitudes toward authority can sabo-
tage the relationship. Some see the boss as 
the enemy and fight him at every turn; oth-
ers are overly compliant, viewing the boss as 
an all-wise parent.

You can benefit from this mutual dependence 
and develop a very productive relationship 
with your boss by focusing on:

• compatible work styles. Bosses process in-
formation differently. “Listeners” prefer to be 
briefed in person so they can ask questions. 
“Readers” want to process written informa-
tion first, and then meet to discuss.

Decision-making styles also vary. Some bosses 
are highly involved. Touch base with them fre-
quently. Others prefer to delegate. Inform 
them about important decisions you’ve al-
ready made.

• mutual expectations. Don’t passively as-
sume you know what the boss expects. 
Find out. With some bosses, write detailed 
outlines of your work for their approval. 
With others, carefully planned discussions 
are key.

Also, communicate your expectations to find 
out if they are realistic. Persuade the boss to 
accept the most important ones.

• information flow. Managers typically under-
estimate what their bosses need to know—
and what they do know. Keep the boss in-
formed through processes that fit his style. 
Be forthright about both good and bad news.

• dependability and honesty. Trustworthy 
subordinates only make promises they can 
keep and don’t shade the truth or play 
down difficult issues.

• good use of time and resources. Don’t 
waste your boss’s time with trivial issues. Se-
lectively draw on his time and resources to 
meet the most important goals—yours, his, 
and the company’s.
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If you forge ties with your boss based on mutual respect and 

understanding, both of you will be more effective.

 

A quarter-century ago, John Gabarro and John 
Kotter introduced a powerful new lens through 
which to view the manager–boss relationship: 
one that recognized the mutual dependence of 
the participants.

The fact is, bosses need cooperation, reliabil-
ity, and honesty from their direct reports. Man-
agers, for their part, rely on bosses for making 
connections with the rest of the company, for 
setting priorities, and for obtaining critical re-
sources. If the relationship between you and 
your boss is rocky, then it is you who must 
begin to manage it. When you take the time to 
cultivate a productive working relationship—
by understanding your boss’s strengths and 
weaknesses, priorities, and work style—every-
one wins.

In the 25 years since it was published, this ar-
ticle has truly improved the practice of manage-
ment. Its simple yet powerful advice has 
changed the way people work, enhanced count-
less manager–boss relationships, and improved 
the performance of corporations in ways that 
show up on the bottom line. Over the years, it 

has become a staple at business schools and cor-
porate training programs worldwide.

 

To many people, the phrase “managing your
boss” may sound unusual or suspicious. Be-
cause of the traditional top-down emphasis in
most organizations, it is not obvious why
you need to manage relationships upward—
unless, of course, you would do so for personal
or political reasons. But we are not referring
to political maneuvering or to apple polishing.
We are using the term to mean the process of
consciously working with your superior to ob-
tain the best possible results for you, your
boss, and the company.

Recent studies suggest that effective manag-
ers take time and effort to manage not only re-
lationships with their subordinates but also
those with their bosses. These studies also
show that this essential aspect of management
is sometimes ignored by otherwise talented
and aggressive managers. Indeed, some man-
agers who actively and effectively supervise
subordinates, products, markets, and technolo-
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gies assume an almost passively reactive stance
vis-à-vis their bosses. Such a stance almost al-
ways hurts them and their companies.

If you doubt the importance of managing
your relationship with your boss or how diffi-
cult it is to do so effectively, consider for a mo-
ment the following sad but telling story:

Frank Gibbons was an acknowledged manu-
facturing genius in his industry and, by any
profitability standard, a very effective execu-
tive. In 1973, his strengths propelled him into
the position of vice president of manufactur-
ing for the second largest and most profitable
company in its industry. Gibbons was not,
however, a good manager of people. He knew
this, as did others in his company and his in-
dustry. Recognizing this weakness, the presi-
dent made sure that those who reported to
Gibbons were good at working with people
and could compensate for his limitations. The
arrangement worked well.

In 1975, Philip Bonnevie was promoted
into a position reporting to Gibbons. In
keeping with the previous pattern, the presi-
dent selected Bonnevie because he had an
excellent track record and a reputation for
being good with people. In making that se-
lection, however, the president neglected to
notice that, in his rapid rise through the or-
ganization, Bonnevie had always had good-
to-excellent bosses. He had never been
forced to manage a relationship with a diffi-
cult boss. In retrospect, Bonnevie admits he
had never thought that managing his boss
was a part of his job.

Fourteen months after he started working
for Gibbons, Bonnevie was fired. During that
same quarter, the company reported a net loss
for the first time in seven years. Many of those
who were close to these events say that they
don’t really understand what happened. This
much is known, however: While the company
was bringing out a major new product—a
process that required sales, engineering, and
manufacturing groups to coordinate decisions
very carefully—a whole series of misunder-
standings and bad feelings developed between
Gibbons and Bonnevie.

For example, Bonnevie claims Gibbons was
aware of and had accepted Bonnevie’s decision
to use a new type of machinery to make the
new product; Gibbons swears he did not. Fur-
thermore, Gibbons claims he made it clear to
Bonnevie that the introduction of the product

was too important to the company in the short
run to take any major risks.

As a result of such misunderstandings, plan-
ning went awry: A new manufacturing plant
was built that could not produce the new prod-
uct designed by engineering, in the volume
desired by sales, at a cost agreed on by the ex-
ecutive committee. Gibbons blamed Bonnevie
for the mistake. Bonnevie blamed Gibbons.

Of course, one could argue that the problem
here was caused by Gibbons’s inability to man-
age his subordinates. But one can make just as
strong a case that the problem was related to
Bonnevie’s inability to manage his boss. Re-
member, Gibbons was not having difficulty
with any other subordinates. Moreover, given
the personal price paid by Bonnevie (being
fired and having his reputation within the in-
dustry severely tarnished), there was little
consolation in saying the problem was that
Gibbons was poor at managing subordinates.
Everyone already knew that.

We believe that the situation could have
turned out differently had Bonnevie been
more adept at understanding Gibbons and at
managing his relationship with him. In this
case, an inability to manage upward was un-
usually costly. The company lost $2 million to
$5 million, and Bonnevie’s career was, at least
temporarily, disrupted. Many less costly cases
similar to this probably occur regularly in all
major corporations, and the cumulative effect
can be very destructive.

 

Misreading the Boss–Subordinate 
Relationship

 

People often dismiss stories like the one we
just related as being merely cases of personal-
ity conflict. Because two people can on occa-
sion be psychologically or temperamentally
incapable of working together, this can be an
apt description. But more often, we have
found, a personality conflict is only a part of
the problem—sometimes a very small part.

Bonnevie did not just have a different per-
sonality from Gibbons, he also made or had
unrealistic assumptions and expectations about
the very nature of boss–subordinate relation-
ships. Specifically, he did not recognize that his
relationship to Gibbons involved mutual de-
pendence between two fallible human beings.
Failing to recognize this, a manager typically
either avoids trying to manage his or her rela-
tionship with a boss or manages it ineffectively.

 

John J. Gabarro

 

 is the UPS Founda-
tion Professor of Human Resource 
Management at Harvard Business 
School in Boston. Now retired, John P. 
Kotter was the Konosuke Matsushita 
Professor of Leadership at Harvard 
Business School. 
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Some people behave as if their bosses were
not very dependent on them. They fail to see
how much the boss needs their help and co-
operation to do his or her job effectively.
These people refuse to acknowledge that the
boss can be severely hurt by their actions and
needs cooperation, dependability, and hon-
esty from them.

Some people see themselves as not very de-
pendent on their bosses. They gloss over how
much help and information they need from
the boss in order to perform their own jobs
well. This superficial view is particularly dam-
aging when a manager’s job and decisions af-
fect other parts of the organization, as was the
case in Bonnevie’s situation. A manager’s im-
mediate boss can play a critical role in linking
the manager to the rest of the organization,
making sure the manager’s priorities are con-
sistent with organizational needs, and in secur-
ing the resources the manager needs to per-
form well. Yet some managers need to see
themselves as practically self-sufficient, as not
needing the critical information and resources
a boss can supply.

Many managers, like Bonnevie, assume
that the boss will magically know what infor-
mation or help their subordinates need and
provide it to them. Certainly, some bosses do
an excellent job of caring for their subordi-
nates in this way, but for a manager to expect
that from all bosses is dangerously unrealistic.
A more reasonable expectation for managers
to have is that modest help will be forthcom-
ing. After all, bosses are only human. Most re-
ally effective managers accept this fact and
assume primary responsibility for their own
careers and development. They make a point
of seeking the information and help they
need to do a job instead of waiting for their
bosses to provide it.

In light of the foregoing, it seems to us that
managing a situation of mutual depen-
dence among fallible human beings requires
the following:

1. You have a good understanding of the
other person and yourself, especially regarding
strengths, weaknesses, work styles, and needs.

2. You use this information to develop and
manage a healthy working relationship—one
that is compatible with both people’s work
styles and assets, is characterized by mutual ex-
pectations, and meets the most critical needs
of the other person.

This combination is essentially what we
have found highly effective managers doing.

 

Understanding the Boss

 

Managing your boss requires that you gain an
understanding of the boss and his or her con-
text, as well as your own situation. All manag-
ers do this to some degree, but many are not
thorough enough.

At a minimum, you need to appreciate your
boss’s goals and pressures, his or her strengths
and weaknesses. What are your boss’s organi-
zational and personal objectives, and what are
his or her pressures, especially those from his
or her own boss and others at the same level?
What are your boss’s long suits and blind
spots? What is the preferred style of working?
Does your boss like to get information through
memos, formal meetings, or phone calls? Does
he or she thrive on conflict or try to minimize
it? Without this information, a manager is fly-
ing blind when dealing with the boss, and un-
necessary conflicts, misunderstandings, and
problems are inevitable.

In one situation we studied, a top-notch
marketing manager with a superior perfor-
mance record was hired into a company as a
vice president “to straighten out the market-
ing and sales problems.” The company, which
was having financial difficulties, had recently
been acquired by a larger corporation. The
president was eager to turn it around and
gave the new marketing vice president free
rein—at least initially. Based on his previous
experience, the new vice president correctly
diagnosed that greater market share was
needed for the company and that strong prod-
uct management was required to bring that
about. Following that logic, he made a num-
ber of pricing decisions aimed at increasing
high-volume business.

When margins declined and the financial
situation did not improve, however, the presi-
dent increased pressure on the new vice presi-
dent. Believing that the situation would even-
tually correct itself as the company gained
back market share, the vice president resisted
the pressure.

When by the second quarter, margins and
profits had still failed to improve, the presi-
dent took direct control over all pricing deci-
sions and put all items on a set level of mar-
gin, regardless of volume. The new vice
president began to find himself shut out by

At a minimum, you need 

to appreciate your boss’s 

goals and pressures. 

Without this 

information, you are 

flying blind, and 

problems are inevitable.
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the president, and their relationship deterio-
rated. In fact, the vice president found the
president’s behavior bizarre. Unfortunately,
the president’s new pricing scheme also failed
to increase margins, and by the fourth quar-
ter, both the president and the vice president
were fired.

What the new vice president had not
known until it was too late was that improv-
ing marketing and sales had been only one of
the president’s goals. His most immediate
goal had been to make the company more
profitable—quickly.

Nor had the new vice president known that
his boss was invested in this short-term priority
for personal as well as business reasons. The
president had been a strong advocate of the ac-
quisition within the parent company, and his
personal credibility was at stake.

The vice president made three basic er-
rors. He took information supplied to him at
face value, he made assumptions in areas
where he had no information, and—what
was most damaging—he never actively tried to
clarify what his boss’s objectives were. As a
result, he ended up taking actions that were
actually at odds with the president’s priori-
ties and objectives.

Managers who work effectively with their
bosses do not behave this way. They seek out
information about the boss’s goals and prob-
lems and pressures. They are alert for opportu-
nities to question the boss and others around
him or her to test their assumptions. They pay
attention to clues in the boss’s behavior. Al-
though it is imperative that they do this espe-
cially when they begin working with a new
boss, effective managers also do this on an on-
going basis because they recognize that priori-
ties and concerns change.

Being sensitive to a boss’s work style can be
crucial, especially when the boss is new. For
example, a new president who was organized
and formal in his approach replaced a man
who was informal and intuitive. The new
president worked best when he had written
reports. He also preferred formal meetings
with set agendas.

One of his division managers realized this
need and worked with the new president to
identify the kinds and frequency of informa-
tion and reports that the president wanted.
This manager also made a point of sending
background information and brief agendas

ahead of time for their discussions. He found
that with this type of preparation their meet-
ings were very useful. Another interesting re-
sult was, he found that with adequate prepara-
tion his new boss was even more effective at
brainstorming problems than his more infor-
mal and intuitive predecessor had been.

In contrast, another division manager never
fully understood how the new boss’s work style
differed from that of his predecessor. To the de-
gree that he did sense it, he experienced it as
too much control. As a result, he seldom sent
the new president the background information
he needed, and the president never felt fully
prepared for meetings with the manager. In
fact, the president spent much of the time
when they met trying to get information that
he felt he should have had earlier. The boss ex-
perienced these meetings as frustrating and in-
efficient, and the subordinate often found him-
self thrown off guard by the questions that the
president asked. Ultimately, this division man-
ager resigned.

The difference between the two division
managers just described was not so much one
of ability or even adaptability. Rather, one of
the men was more sensitive to his boss’s work
style and to the implications of his boss’s needs
than the other was.

 

Understanding Yourself

 

The boss is only one-half of the relationship.
You are the other half, as well as the part over
which you have more direct control. Develop-
ing an effective working relationship requires,
then, that you know your own needs, strengths
and weaknesses, and personal style.

You are not going to change either your
basic personality structure or that of your boss.
But you can become aware of what it is about
you that impedes or facilitates working with your
boss and, with that awareness, take actions
that make the relationship more effective.

For example, in one case we observed, a
manager and his superior ran into problems
whenever they disagreed. The boss’s typical re-
sponse was to harden his position and over-
state it. The manager’s reaction was then to
raise the ante and intensify the forcefulness of
his argument. In doing this, he channeled his
anger into sharpening his attacks on the logical
fallacies he saw in his boss’s assumptions. His
boss in turn would become even more ada-
mant about holding his original position. Pre-
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dictably, this escalating cycle resulted in the
subordinate avoiding whenever possible any
topic of potential conflict with his boss.

In discussing this problem with his peers, the
manager discovered that his reaction to the
boss was typical of how he generally reacted to
counterarguments—but with a difference. His
response would overwhelm his peers but not
his boss. Because his attempts to discuss this
problem with his boss were unsuccessful, he
concluded that the only way to change the sit-
uation was to deal with his own instinctive re-
actions. Whenever the two reached an im-
passe, he would check his own impatience and
suggest that they break up and think about it
before getting together again. Usually when
they renewed their discussion, they had di-
gested their differences and were more able to
work them through.

Gaining this level of self-awareness and act-
ing on it are difficult but not impossible. For
example, by reflecting over his past experi-
ences, a young manager learned that he was
not very good at dealing with difficult and
emotional issues where people were involved.
Because he disliked those issues and realized
that his instinctive responses to them were sel-
dom very good, he developed a habit of touch-
ing base with his boss whenever such a prob-
lem arose. Their discussions always surfaced
ideas and approaches the manager had not
considered. In many cases, they also identified
specific actions the boss could take to help.

Although a superior–subordinate relation-
ship is one of mutual dependence, it is also one
in which the subordinate is typically more de-
pendent on the boss than the other way
around. This dependence inevitably results in
the subordinate feeling a certain degree of
frustration, sometimes anger, when his actions
or options are constrained by his boss’s deci-
sions. This is a normal part of life and occurs in
the best of relationships. The way in which a
manager handles these frustrations largely de-
pends on his or her predisposition toward de-
pendence on authority figures.

Some people’s instinctive reaction under
these circumstances is to resent the boss’s au-
thority and to rebel against the boss’s deci-
sions. Sometimes a person will escalate a con-
flict beyond what is appropriate. Seeing the
boss almost as an institutional enemy, this type
of manager will often, without being conscious
of it, fight with the boss just for the sake of

fighting. The subordinate’s reactions to being
constrained are usually strong and sometimes
impulsive. He or she sees the boss as someone
who, by virtue of the role, is a hindrance to
progress, an obstacle to be circumvented or at
best tolerated.

Psychologists call this pattern of reactions
counterdependent behavior. Although a coun-
terdependent person is difficult for most supe-
riors to manage and usually has a history of
strained relationships with superiors, this sort
of manager is apt to have even more trouble
with a boss who tends to be directive or au-
thoritarian. When the manager acts on his or
her negative feelings, often in subtle and non-
verbal ways, the boss sometimes does become
the enemy. Sensing the subordinate’s latent
hostility, the boss will lose trust in the subordi-
nate or his or her judgment and then behave
even less openly.

Paradoxically, a manager with this type of
predisposition is often a good manager of his
or her own people. He or she will many times
go out of the way to get support for them and
will not hesitate to go to bat for them.

At the other extreme are managers who
swallow their anger and behave in a very com-
pliant fashion when the boss makes what they
know to be a poor decision. These managers
will agree with the boss even when a disagree-
ment might be welcome or when the boss
would easily alter a decision if given more in-
formation. Because they bear no relationship
to the specific situation at hand, their re-
sponses are as much an overreaction as those
of counterdependent managers. Instead of see-
ing the boss as an enemy, these people deny
their anger—the other extreme—and tend to
see the boss as if he or she were an all-wise par-
ent who should know best, should take respon-
sibility for their careers, train them in all they
need to know, and protect them from overly
ambitious peers.

Both counterdependence and overdepen-
dence lead managers to hold unrealistic views
of what a boss is. Both views ignore that bosses,
like everyone else, are imperfect and fallible.
They don’t have unlimited time, encyclopedic
knowledge, or extrasensory perception; nor are
they evil enemies. They have their own pres-
sures and concerns that are sometimes at odds
with the wishes of the subordinate—and often
for good reason.

Altering predispositions toward authority,

Bosses, like everyone else, 

are imperfect and 
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especially at the extremes, is almost impossible
without intensive psychotherapy (psychoana-
lytic theory and research suggest that such pre-
dispositions are deeply rooted in a person’s
personality and upbringing). However, an
awareness of these extremes and the range be-
tween them can be very useful in understand-
ing where your own predispositions fall and
what the implications are for how you tend to
behave in relation to your boss.

If you believe, on the one hand, that you
have some tendencies toward counterdepen-
dence, you can understand and even predict
what your reactions and overreactions are
likely to be. If, on the other hand, you believe
you have some tendencies toward overdepen-
dence, you might question the extent to which
your overcompliance or inability to confront
real differences may be making both you and
your boss less effective.

 

Developing and Managing the 
Relationship

 

With a clear understanding of both your boss

and yourself, you can usually establish a way of
working together that fits both of you, that is
characterized by unambiguous mutual expec-
tations, and that helps you both be more pro-
ductive and effective. The “Checklist for Man-
aging Your Boss” summarizes some things
such a relationship consists of. Following are a
few more.

Compatible Work Styles. Above all else, a
good working relationship with a boss accom-
modates differences in work style. For exam-
ple, in one situation we studied, a manager
(who had a relatively good relationship with
his superior) realized that during meetings his
boss would often become inattentive and
sometimes brusque. The subordinate’s own
style tended to be discursive and exploratory.
He would often digress from the topic at hand
to deal with background factors, alternative
approaches, and so forth. His boss preferred to
discuss problems with a minimum of back-
ground detail and became impatient and dis-
tracted whenever his subordinate digressed
from the immediate issue.

Recognizing this difference in style, the
manager became terser and more direct dur-
ing meetings with his boss. To help himself do
this, before meetings, he would develop brief
agendas that he used as a guide. Whenever he
felt that a digression was needed, he explained
why. This small shift in his own style made
these meetings more effective and far less frus-
trating for both of them.

Subordinates can adjust their styles in re-
sponse to their bosses’ preferred method for
receiving information. Peter Drucker divides
bosses into “listeners” and “readers.” Some
bosses like to get information in report form
so they can read and study it. Others work
better with information and reports pre-
sented in person so they can ask questions. As
Drucker points out, the implications are obvi-
ous. If your boss is a listener, you brief him or
her in person, then follow it up with a memo.
If your boss is a reader, you cover important
items or proposals in a memo or report, then
discuss them.

Other adjustments can be made according to
a boss’s decision-making style. Some bosses
prefer to be involved in decisions and prob-
lems as they arise. These are high-involvement
managers who like to keep their hands on the
pulse of the operation. Usually their needs
(and your own) are best satisfied if you touch

Checklist for Managing
Your Boss
Make sure you understand your boss
and his or her context, including:

❑ Goals and objectives

❑ Pressures

❑ Strengths, weaknesses, blind spots

❑ Preferred work style

Assess yourself and your needs,
including:

❑ Strengths and weaknesses

❑ Personal style

❑ Predisposition toward dependence 
on authority figures

Develop and maintain 
a relationship that:

❑ Fits both your needs and styles

❑ Is characterized by mutual 
expectations

❑ Keeps your boss informed

❑ Is based on dependability 
and honesty

❑ Selectively uses your boss’s time 
and resources
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base with them on an ad hoc basis. A boss who
has a need to be involved will become involved
one way or another, so there are advantages to
including him or her at your initiative. Other
bosses prefer to delegate—they don’t want to
be involved. They expect you to come to them
with major problems and inform them about
any important changes.

Creating a compatible relationship also in-
volves drawing on each other’s strengths and
making up for each other’s weaknesses. Be-
cause he knew that the boss—the vice presi-
dent of engineering—was not very good at
monitoring his employees’ problems, one man-
ager we studied made a point of doing it him-
self. The stakes were high: The engineers and
technicians were all union members, the com-
pany worked on a customer-contract basis, and
the company had recently experienced a seri-
ous strike.

The manager worked closely with his boss,
along with people in the scheduling depart-
ment and the personnel office, to make sure
that potential problems were avoided. He also
developed an informal arrangement through
which his boss would review with him any pro-
posed changes in personnel or assignment pol-
icies before taking action. The boss valued his
advice and credited his subordinate for im-
proving both the performance of the division
and the labor–management climate.

Mutual Expectations. The subordinate who
passively assumes that he or she knows what
the boss expects is in for trouble. Of course,
some superiors will spell out their expecta-
tions very explicitly and in great detail. But
most do not. And although many corporations
have systems that provide a basis for commu-
nicating expectations (such as formal planning
processes, career planning reviews, and perfor-
mance appraisal reviews), these systems never
work perfectly. Also, between these formal re-
views, expectations invariably change.

Ultimately, the burden falls on the subordi-
nate to find out what the boss’s expectations
are. They can be both broad (such as what
kinds of problems the boss wishes to be in-
formed about and when) as well as very spe-
cific (such things as when a particular project
should be completed and what kinds of infor-
mation the boss needs in the interim).

Getting a boss who tends to be vague or not
explicit to express expectations can be difficult.
But effective managers find ways to get that in-

formation. Some will draft a detailed memo
covering key aspects of their work and then
send it to their boss for approval. They then
follow this up with a face-to-face discussion in
which they go over each item in the memo. A
discussion like this will often surface virtually
all of the boss’s expectations.

Other effective managers will deal with an
inexplicit boss by initiating an ongoing series
of informal discussions about “good manage-
ment” and “our objectives.” Still others find
useful information more indirectly through
those who used to work for the boss and
through the formal planning systems in which
the boss makes commitments to his or her own
superior. Which approach you choose, of
course, should depend on your understanding
of your boss’s style.

Developing a workable set of mutual expec-
tations also requires that you communicate
your own expectations to the boss, find out if
they are realistic, and influence the boss to ac-
cept the ones that are important to you. Being
able to influence the boss to value your expec-
tations can be particularly important if the
boss is an overachiever. Such a boss will often
set unrealistically high standards that need to
be brought into line with reality.

A Flow of Information. How much informa-
tion a boss needs about what a subordinate is
doing will vary significantly depending on the
boss’s style, the situation he or she is in, and
the confidence the boss has in the subordi-
nate. But it is not uncommon for a boss to
need more information than the subordinate
would naturally supply or for the subordinate
to think the boss knows more than he or she
really does. Effective managers recognize that
they probably underestimate what their
bosses need to know and make sure they find
ways to keep them informed through pro-
cesses that fit their styles.

Managing the flow of information upward is
particularly difficult if the boss does not like to
hear about problems. Although many people
would deny it, bosses often give off signals that
they want to hear only good news. They show
great displeasure—usually nonverbally—when
someone tells them about a problem. Ignoring
individual achievement, they may even evalu-
ate more favorably subordinates who do not
bring problems to them.

Nevertheless, for the good of the organiza-
tion, the boss, and the subordinate, a superior
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needs to hear about failures as well as suc-
cesses. Some subordinates deal with a good-
news-only boss by finding indirect ways to get
the necessary information to him or her, such
as a management information system. Others
see to it that potential problems, whether in
the form of good surprises or bad news, are
communicated immediately.

Dependability and Honesty. Few things are
more disabling to a boss than a subordinate on
whom he cannot depend, whose work he can-
not trust. Almost no one is intentionally unde-
pendable, but many managers are inadvert-
ently so because of oversight or uncertainty
about the boss’s priorities. A commitment to an
optimistic delivery date may please a superior
in the short term but become a source of dis-
pleasure if not honored. It’s difficult for a boss
to rely on a subordinate who repeatedly slips
deadlines. As one president (describing a subor-
dinate) put it: “I’d rather he be more consistent
even if he delivered fewer peak successes—at
least I could rely on him.”

Nor are many managers intentionally dis-
honest with their bosses. But it is easy to shade
the truth and play down issues. Current con-
cerns often become future surprise problems.
It’s almost impossible for bosses to work effec-
tively if they cannot rely on a fairly accurate
reading from their subordinates. Because it un-
dermines credibility, dishonesty is perhaps the
most troubling trait a subordinate can have.
Without a basic level of trust, a boss feels com-
pelled to check all of a subordinate’s decisions,
which makes it difficult to delegate.

Good Use of Time and Resources. Your boss

is probably as limited in his or her store of
time, energy, and influence as you are. Every
request you make of your boss uses up some of
these resources, so it’s wise to draw on these
resources selectively. This may sound obvious,
but many managers use up their boss’s time
(and some of their own credibility) over rela-
tively trivial issues.

One vice president went to great lengths to
get his boss to fire a meddlesome secretary in
another department. His boss had to use con-
siderable influence to do it. Understandably,
the head of the other department was not
pleased. Later, when the vice president wanted
to tackle more important problems, he ran into
trouble. By using up blue chips on a relatively
trivial issue, he had made it difficult for him
and his boss to meet more important goals.

No doubt, some subordinates will resent
that on top of all their other duties, they also
need to take time and energy to manage their
relationships with their bosses. Such manag-
ers fail to realize the importance of this activity
and how it can simplify their jobs by eliminat-
ing potentially severe problems. Effective man-
agers recognize that this part of their work is
legitimate. Seeing themselves as ultimately re-
sponsible for what they achieve in an organiza-
tion, they know they need to establish and
manage relationships with everyone on whom
they depend—and that includes the boss.
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The Subordinate’s Predicaments

 

by Eric H. Neilsen and Jan Gypen
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September–October 1979
Product no. 79507

 

This article provides the psychological back-
drop for “Managing Your Boss,” stressing 
again how important it is to be an effective 
subordinate—just as important as being an 
effective supervisor. “Managing Your Boss” 
presents the concept primarily from the sub-
ordinate’s perspective; this article includes 
the boss’s as well.

It stresses that the supervisor’s power drives 
the subordinate to adopt self-protective be-
haviors that undermine performance. Draw-
ing upon the ideas of psychologist Erik Erik-
son, the authors describe eight dilemmas 
subordinates must resolve in dealing with su-
pervisors. They also suggest how supervisors 
can help, using introspection, empathy, and 
preparedness.

The Manager: Master and Servant of 
Power

 

by Fernando Bartolomé and André Laurent

 

Harvard Business Review

 

November–December 1986
Product no. 86603

 

This article, like “The Subordinate’s Predica-
ments,” focuses both on the boss and the di-
rect report—the “master” and the “servant” in 
work relationships. It highlights this irony: 
while most managers function as both super-
visors and subordinates, they often are unable 
to put themselves in the others’ shoes. This ex-
acerbates the conflicts and misunderstand-
ings that arise because of power differences. 
But there are steps managers can take to har-
monize these often opposing perspectives. 
The key is to link the two roles to draw on the 
insights gained from working with those from 
above as well as those from below them in 
the organizational hierarchy. The article rein-

forces the concepts of “Managing Your Boss” 
by making specific suggestions for how direct 
reports can strengthen their relationships 
with higher-ups.

The Set-Up-to-Fail Syndrome

 

by Jean-François Manzoni and
Jean-Louis Barsoux
Harvard Business Review
March–April 1998
Product no. 861X

This article expands the repertoire of ways to 
pursue healthy and productive work relation-
ships based on mutual respect and under-
standing, as stressed in “Managing Your Boss.” 
It puts the focus on the manager and the role 
he plays in employees’ poor performance. 
When an employee performs poorly, manag-
ers typically assume that the fault lies entirely 
with the employee. The authors take a differ-
ent view. In a reversal of the Pygmalion effect, 
they argue, employees perceived as weak per-
formers proceed to live down to their man-
ager’s low expectations for them. This costly 
syndrome, however, is neither irreversible nor 
inevitable. The authors describe an interven-
tion to break the pattern and suggest how 
managers can avoid setting up their employ-
ees to fail in the first place.
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Focus Take-Aways

• New managers must master certain basic tools and skills.

• Use goal setting to help your team align with the overall organization.

• Learn to delegate. It will help you manage your time more effectively, and build 
talent and trust within your team.

• Use teams to accomplish time-limited tasks with well-defi ned company goals.

• Your hiring and fi ring decisions shape your team’s effectiveness.

• Follow dismissal procedures to the letter to avoid costly, disruptive lawsuits.

• The best way to handle a crisis is anticipation and prevention. When a crisis 
happens, be decisive, act quickly and communicate well.

• A supportive, well-connected mentor will help your career develop.

• A strategy is a means to making a profi t. When it stops being effective, replace it. 

• Master the fi nancial tools that all organizations use.
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  Relevance

What You Will Learn
In this Abstract, you will learn 1) Why hiring the right people makes a vital contribution 
to your team’s performance; 2) Why you should learn to delegate; 3) How a great mentor 
can help your career; and 4) Why basic fi nancial concepts need to be part of your 
intellectual repertoire.

Overview
Most young managers were outstanding individual performers before promotion to 
management, and many get the bulk of their basic management training on the job. This 
handbook from the Harvard Business Essentials series covers the basic skills managers 
need to know. Authors Richard Luecke and Christopher Bartlett divide the book into 
three sections – learning the basics, reaching the next level and mastering the fi nancial 
tools a manager needs – with the key topics listed at the beginning of each chapter. It 
explains how to set goals, how to hire people, how to delegate and how to understand 
balance sheets, income statements and cash fl ow statements. 

  Abstract

Basic Management Skills
To get your team moving in the right direction, fi rst involve it in setting goals that are 
aligned with the organization’s objectives and that energize team members by involving 
them in that larger vision. Whether you set goals from the top down, or the bottom up 
or somewhere in between, inspire your team with goals it owns and feels it can strive to 
exceed. Goals must be clear and well-defi ned to be achievable. 

Concentrate on goals that focus the team in the direction set by the enterprise. Decide 
which goals are the most important and let the others go. Break a goal down into its 
component tasks and take an organized approach to execution. Make sure the team 
understands the resources it needs, and ascertain that they are available and allocated. 
The remaining step is to put the plan into action. However, never confuse activity with 
the goal’s objective. It is the result that matters. Activity without a result is useless, so 
agree on ways to measure and reward progress. Celebrate when your team accomplishes 
a goal. Use the celebration to build confi dence and unity.

Hiring the best people available is one of the surest ways to cultivate team effectiveness. 
To identify the best person for a job, you need a clear set of requirements. Make sure 
everyone involved in the hiring decision agrees on a very specifi c defi nition of the job 
and the ideal candidate. Skills and experience are important, but personality and attitude 
matter just as much. Your method of recruiting can defi ne and constrain your pool of 
qualifi ed candidates. Emphasize quality rather than quantity, and check all references 
and academic achievements. When interviewing, delve into the candidates’ soft skills as 
well as their hard skills, such as job-related abilities. 

Every team experiences changes from staff turnover, but keep as many of your best 
people as possible. Begin the retention process with the way you hire someone, what 
kind of orientation you provide, and his or her experiences on the fi rst day. Retaining 

“Developing 
your own career 
begins with self-
knowledge – one’s 
passions, values 
and strengths.”
 

“Delegating 
improves the 
level of trust 
between you and 
your staff. To get 
trust, you must 
fi rst give trust.”
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people keeps vital talent, energy and knowledge within the team, and enhances its 
chances of success. Ensure that employees feel appreciated and that they follow through 
on their commitments. Demonstrate that you understand their value and recognize the 
importance of their life outside work. Compensation is important, but by the time it 
becomes an issue, problems in other areas may have been festering for some time. Simply 
paying more salary will just delay the separation.

Most fi rst-time managers began as successful individual contributors. They tend to 
see every assignment as a personal task. However, if you try to do too much as a new 
manager, you will hurt the team’s performance, damage your relationships with team 
members and risk burnout. The answer is effective delegation. Giving tasks to team 
members builds their sense of belonging, develops their skills and leaves you free to 
work on the jobs that are appropriate only for you. Delegate in face-to-face meetings, 
and clearly defi ne each assignment’s goals, dates and resource commitments. Afterward, 
meet to discuss how and when the task was fulfi lled.

Be sure that goals and priorities drive the way you allocate your time. Plan each day’s 
activities, allowing for the tasks you must address and building in some fl exibility for 
emergencies. Make the best use of each hour by delegating, resisting procrastination, 
scrapping pointless meetings and focusing on your highest priorities.

Higher-Level Skills
Task-oriented teams can achieve goals set by their managers, but such tasks should 
align with the company’s goals and have strong corporate support. Select team 
members for the help they can provide on the task and make the team as small as is 
feasible. Monitor the team leader’s effi ciency, because this is a pivotal role. Replace 
him or her if necessary. Recognize and reward the team’s effort throughout the process 
rather than at the end. The way you balance compensation between team performance 
and individual contributions depends on your circumstances, but it should refl ect the 
realities of the task. 

Managers too often delay the process of employee appraisal or they handle it perfunctorily, 
but it can become an opportunity to bond with your employees and set goals. You can 
discuss pay during this process or leave it for another discussion. Do not use the time you 
spend with an employee as an opportunity for a monologue. Use it to coach by selecting 
a point to discuss, listening to the employee’s point of view and working together to 
make an action plan. 

The appraisal process goes through eight steps: 

1. Preparing.
2. Holding the appraisal meeting.
3. Identifying gaps between actual and expected performance.
4. Finding the causes of the gaps.
5. Planning how to close the gaps.
6. Re-evaluating goals.
7. Documenting the meeting.
8. Following up.

Dealing with problem employees is a diffi cult, sensitive task for a manager. Showing 
concern, and giving staffers help, support and interesting, challenging assignments will 

“Effective 
goals must be 
recognized 
as important, 
clear, specifi c, 
measurable, 
aligned with 
strategy, 
achievable but 
challenging, 
and supported 
by appropriate 
rewards.”

“Leave room in 
your schedule 
for unanticipated 
events. If those 
events don’t 
happen, use that 
time for other 
priorities.”
 

“Retention matters 
because high 
turnover creates 
high replacement 
costs and is 
clearly associated 
with low levels 
of customer 
satisfaction, 
customer 
loyalty and                   
lost revenues.”

“Teams can do 
wonders, but 
they can also 
be impediments 
to real progress 
if they are not 
properly designed, 
staffed and 
operated.”
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often get them back on track. Some of those staffers the manager tries to help will resist 
and continue to cause diffi culties. Try to keep diffi cult employees from having a negative 
infl uence on the rest of the team. Dismissing an employee is a sensitive undertaking. 
You must involve the human resources department and be fully aware of the relevant 
employment laws.

Surprise events can reach into any manager’s carefully planned day and throw everything 
to the wind. How do you deal with such a crisis? The best way is prevention. Spend some 
time anticipating disruptive events and developing a plan of action. Documenting an 
action plan will help you resolve a crisis much more quickly than waiting to see what 
might happen and then improvising a reaction. If an emergency occurs, look at it clearly, 
and do not make careless assumptions or try to avoid the situation. 

Be decisive once you understand the nature and scope of the situation at an actionable 
level. Base your actions on facts, but don’t wait until everything is clear. At times, you 
will have to act when many factors are still in fl ux. Communicate clearly and often with 
the stakeholders who have an interest in the crisis; explain what you are doing to handle 
it and correct it. After it is over, conduct a postmortem to examine the causes and what 
could have been done better.  

Moving up the Ladder
As a successful manager, eventually you will want to move up to new, more challenging 
assignments. The fi rst step in this process is an honest examination of your performance 
and qualifi cations; a desire to advance is simply not enough. Where do your true 
interests lie? Can you contribute productively to a new project and meet the demands of 
the workload? 

A mentor is a wonderful resource. The best mentors are not only able to give advice, 
but can offer access to additional avenues for advancement. A well-connected mentor 
can open doors, but you will still have to earn the promotion and perform well once the 
opportunity comes. Do not forget to return favors. As a young manager, try to become 
a mentor who links other young, talented people to corporate resources. This can plant 
seeds that will grow into connections and friendships that will be valuable over time.

A young manager can become a true leader. Demonstrate leadership qualities by 
caring for those who report to you as much as for those to whom you report. Most real-
life situations do not have well-defi ned borders or binary choices, so learn to handle 
the ambiguity of reality. Others will notice your tenacity. To lead, you need to know 
how to negotiate, understand the politics of any situation and handle them sensitively, 
use humor appropriately, and maintain an even temperament despite the extremes 
of a situation. Even when given accountability without authority, demonstrate your 
leadership abilities.

At a certain point in a manager’s career, strategic considerations become more important 
than the day-to-day task of tactical operations. Strategy is less about execution, and more 
about what to do and why. When formulating strategy, look for external threats and for 
opportunities yet unseen. Look hard for internal resources, capabilities and practices 
that you can exploit. Many strategic options are short-lived. Never get too attached to 
one approach. Measure the positive results that a given strategy provides. When it stops 
working, be ready to replace it with another tactic.

“Just 
remember that 
effective coaching 
requires mutual 
agreement. The 
other person must 
want to do better 
and must welcome 
your help.”

“If you’re 
considering 
a dismissal, 
familiarize yourself 
with employment 
laws. Slipping 
up during a 
dismissal could 
result in a lawsuit.”

“Communication 
in times of crisis is 
the strongest tool 
at the manager’s 
disposal. 
Communication 
must extend 
from the crisis-
management 
team to all 
stakeholders.”

“Operational 
effi ciency is about 
doing things 
right; strategy is 
about doing the 
right things. Don’t 
confuse them.”
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Basics of Finance
As a manager, you will almost certainly become involved in all or part of the budget process. 
You must coordinate your team’s fi scal plan with the budgets of other groups in your division, 
and mesh the division’s plans with the priorities of the larger corporation. This is usually 
an iterative process that takes months of work. As the budget is executed, communicate 
constantly about fi nancial compliance and exceptions. Commonly, companies adjust the 
budget as the year progresses. Larger concerns usually enforce the monitoring process 
systematically, but it may be less formal in smaller entrepreneurial organizations. The 
budget not only allocates fi nancial resources for your department’s work, it also sets a 
fi nancial expectation of what your group will generate for the company. 

The company will expect you to be able to read and understand the meaning of its 
annual reports and of the three principal fi nancial statements – a balance sheet, income 
statement and cash fl ow statement. The balance sheet is essentially a snapshot of the 
company’s fi nancial state at a given moment. It lists all the company’s assets, liabilities 
and shareholder equity. Total assets must equal the sum of the total liabilities and the 
equity of the fi rm. The income statement communicates the fi rm’s profi tability. It states 
the total revenues and shows the costs that have a claim on those revenues. The bottom 
line is the net income. The cash fl ow statement indicates the amount of cash that came in 
and from where, and what cash went out and to where. 

Since most projects involve investing money today for a revenue stream that will continue 
into the future, an organization has to evaluate profi tability and take into account that 
money on hand now is worth more than money that is likely to be received at some point 
down the road. Organizations normally use two methods of calculating cash fl ows: 

1. Net Present Value (NPV) – This calculates the series of cash fl ows a given project 
will generate, and uses a selected discount factor to bring all the values into a present 
value. Positive NPV cash fl ows indicate a profi table project.

2. Internal Rate of Return (IRR) – This calculates the return of a series of cash fl ows. 
The return that sets the NPV of the cash fl ows to zero is the annual return of the 
project to the company. Firms usually set a minimum IRR that projects need to 
receive a green light. 

Managers should know how to calculate a breakeven analysis – that is how much the 
company will need to sell to pay for a given expense or investment. This analysis 
involves two categories of expenses: fi xed costs and variable costs. The fi rst are items 
that incur expense independent of the activity of a business, such as utility bills or rent. 
The second are those costs associated with producing and selling goods, such as the cost 
of materials. Contribution margin is the amount of money that each unit sold is able 
to contribute to fi xed costs. The breakeven volume is calculated by dividing the fi xed 
costs by the unit contribution margin. These basic fi nancial concepts belong in every 
manager’s intellectual repertoire. 

  About the Authors

The Harvard Business Essentials series, which began in 2002, provides advice, personal 
coaching, background information and guidance on relevant topics in business. Drawing on 
content from Harvard Business School Publishing and other sources, these guides provide a 
practical resource for readers in 17 different areas and skills. To assure quality and accuracy, 
a specialized content adviser closely reviews each volume.

“One advantage 
of participatory 
budgeting is 
that the people 
closest to the line 
activities – people 
who presumably 
have the best 
information 
– make the 
budget decisions.”

“The cash 
fl ow statement 
tells where the 
company’s cash 
came from and 
where it went – in 
other words, the 
fl ow of cash in, 
through and out 
of the company.”
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