Management for the emotionally handicapped

A management guidebook
NOTES


Getting things done (especially by parties external to the team) – always get a time period estimate of when it will be done, as then you know when you can call again, and also puts pressure on them if they miss several estimated finishing dates. Don’t allow things to be never done, e.g. waiting for feedback on a finished job that never comes, always keep following things through even if it takes several attempts until it is finally done. It is quite common in large organizations for relatively small tasks to remain outstanding for months or even years, with the requester simply giving up, where continuing to follow it up would probably see it done within a few weeks or a month or two. Don’t be abusive, some people put these requests to the bottom of the pile, but don’t be a ‘buddy’ either as some people put these last, just be polite and sensible but always attempt to get a finishing time estimate.
You can’t be square and round at the same time, if you’re a technical analytical person you will probably be a bad manager and if you’re a good manager you probably won’t be very technically expert, but it is important to have some knowledge of the key issues and concepts of the work, to be ‘with it’ and ‘get it’ (i.e. understand what is important, why these things are important, what people are trying to say and why they’re trying to say them) and understand what the issues are, both technical and people-wise, so some experience of the work itself or at least the environment is important

Do not be petty about hours. If the official hours are 9 to 5pm and someone comes in at 10 past 9 but stays until 5:10, is any harm really done? There is no point in harassing an employee over this. Of course if they come 10 minutes late, leave 10 minutes early and the 30 minute lunch stretches into 45 minutes, then you’ve got a problem. This represents the employee ‘using’ the business and it’s wrong, you should put a stop to this. If you have fixed hours anything over 20 minutes late (on a regular basis, not occasionally) is worth following up, as people need to be on the floor at the same time in order for work to be done effectively.

leader
      acts as they would act if other people didn't exist

follower
      (a) does things the same as other people do simply because they do
them
      (b) does things to try an gain the esteem of others

leaders and management as opposite personalities and methods? maybe, maybe
not.


management of projects/systems/groups of people
quality control is based on % of time spent checking, e.g. spend 9 hours developing and 1 hour checking gives better result than 9 hours developing and 10 minutes checking.

checking is very time-consuming and cannot verify that there are no
problems (ie. there could still be problems), while checking does improve
quality the ultimate determination of quality is the way in which it was
originally done, beware employees who don't 'get' the job and produce
things full or errors / low quality as this can't be fixed by checking, it
mustn't  be done in the first place

managing young people and expecting serious mistakes due to lack of experience
Peer review
Peer review involves yourself or experienced member(s) of the team checking the work that has been done by a member of the team.

It might be done by one person or several people may examine the design or other output and have a round-table discussion.

Peer review is essential for inexperienced staff. If they are inexperienced there is a good chance that their work will contain errors, and also this is one of the major opportunities for the team member to learn.

In the case of reviewing the work of experienced staff, I suggest that you do not generally engage in peer review as it generally produces only minor improvements to the finished work, and has some severe disadvantages.

These include:


Wasting the time of the reviewer. The reviewer may learn something from the review but in practice time spent in this activity is largely wasted and could be better spent elsewhere.

It is humiliating to the employee to have their work critically examined and if the reviewer focuses on many small details then the self-confidence of the employee may be effectively destroyed, removing their ability to produce quality work.


This process may greatly slow down the turn-around time for work, turning a task that should have taken a day into something that may take weeks to leave the team. A slow turn-around time has severe consequences that are generally much more far-reaching that is recognized, and in extreme cases can result in the complete failure of the project, team or organization involved.

It is important to realize that two competent and experienced staff members will often produce completely different solutions to a given problem, each with their own strengths and weaknesses. In cases of strict peer review, the process often involves trying to mold a solution produced by one person into another person’s style, a process that does nothing to improve the product but destroys the ability of the employee to produce creative and individual work. It does not produce the best of all approaches, it simply replaces one set of advantages and disadvantages with another for no net gain. In fact, if a large number of people are involved, the finished product is generally much worse than the flawed but consistent vision of one person – no great works of art were painted by committees!
If reviews must be done, ensure that they are brief and are focused on detecting genuine errors and making a few suggestions of a high-level nature. Do not allow reviews to extend for a long period of time and become involved in a large number of small details, as this wastes the reviewer’s time and destroys both the work and the creating employee themselves.
As head of the team, you should briefly review work yourself. Team members will acknowledge your authority and right to make judgments on which methods should be used.

This should be part of your own role, as other team members have their own work to do and difficulties arise when two team members on the same level cannot agree on the best approach to use.

Ensure that each employee works on tasks that are of the correct difficulty.
Self esteem comes from successfully completing tasks that involve the full skills of the employee.

If you give the employee tasks that require skills beyond their abilities, they will take a very long time to complete the tasks or simply fail to completely them entirely. This is a humiliating situation for the employee and is also a waste of the company’s money, as very little will be achieved by the employee.

Conversely, if the employee is given tasks that are of a basic standard and are below their skill level, they will become bored and demotivated. 

If they are ‘protected’ and the difficult parts of the task are taken over by other staff members, this is also a humiliating situation. It is a sign that the manager and other staff members do not have confidence in the person’s ability.

This situation is also a waste of the company’s money as it is likely that the salary of the staff member will be higher that the salary that would normally be required to be paid for a person will be appropriate level of skill for the tasks involved.

Giving employees tasks that exposes them to a higher level environment is a great compliment to the employee and a strong motivating influence. 

Treat them with respect and give them the minimum assistance possible for them to successfully operate at this level. This is a signal that you have confidence in their ability to handle themselves properly.
If you give the employee a lot of help and assistance this will harm their self-esteem as they will feel that they don’t have the ability to operate successfully by themselves.
Flexibility in working conditions

Flexibility in working conditions is extremely important to employees. 

Many employees juggle children, work, personal appointments such as visiting a doctor and so on.

Offering flexibility in working part time, leaving early occasionally, starting and finishing a little late or early and so on costs the business little, but may be extremely valuable to the employee.

It is highly recommended that you be flexible in these issues. 

The reward that the business will receive from a grateful, productive, motivated and relaxed employee will far outweigh the inconvenience to the business.

Obviously if an employee takes excessive sick leave, is consistently late or otherwise betrays the trust placed in them by the business, there is a problem that must be resolved through informing the employee that the behavior is unacceptable, and ultimately dismissing them if necessary.

The limits of employee’s powers
It is important to realize that the ability of an employee to change or control issues affecting the business is usually quite limited.

It is pointless to reward employees for positive events that they did not contribute to, penalized them for negative events that they could not control or set targets for things over which they have no influence.

Unfortunately all three of these things are extremely common.

For example, it is common in retail operations for sales assistants to have target levels of sales which they are expected to achieve.

A retail business’ sales may be influenced by:


The store location


The selection of products


The pricing policies for products


Advertising campaigns and effectiveness


Seasonal changes


Random changes in the number of customers entering the store

A sales assistant does not have influence over any of these parameters, beyond possibly making suggestions from time to time.

Obviously a sales assistant that is courteous and helpful, and has good product knowledge, may generate more sales that other sales assistants.

The reality is, however, that 90% of the factors that influence the number of sales that a sales assistant may generate in an individual week are due to factors that are completely beyond their control.

For this reason, targets in this situation are essentially pointless. 

In fact, they may actually be harmful by creating pressure and stress on the employee due to the requirement to achieve something that they cannot control, and may actually reduce sales due to creating stressed and demotivated employees.

This situation often arises because managers and senior executives DO have a significant influence on the business operation and sales, and so overestimate the effect that an individual employee at a lower level in the organization can have.

The Title

The title of this book deserves some explanation. 

This is a light-hearted reference to those technical and analytical people, like myself, who have struggled in management roles where a much-envied ‘people person’ would have breezed through effortlessly.

About the author

BSc etc.

About myself

This book is rather unique in that it is a book about effective management, written by an employee.

I believe that many valuable insights may be gained from listening to someone ‘on the other side of the fence’.

As a somewhat technical and analytical person, I do not have the natural personality to be an effective manager.

Despite this, I spent some time as a manager of a team of four people, with somewhat mixed results.

However, my main observations are drawn from 20 years of life in the corporate world, along with some time in small, medium-sized companies and the public sector.
During this time I have observed in many situations what has, and has not, worked as effective management.

Team and people management rather than strategic

This book is aimed at supervisors, team leaders and managers. 

It is about people about the management of teams and individuals, rather than strategic management of a business that may occur at high levels of a large organization.
Personality
Probably more than any other role, natural personality largely determines whether a person can be a successful manager or not.
Technical and analytical people promoted to management may not be natural people managers, but may learn to perform the job reasonably well and may particularly gain from the ideas of this book.

Human beings

It is important to understand that human beings are emotional creatures. 

A successful business should have a relaxed, positive and constructive environment, although it can also be accepted that in practice many businesses with brutal, negative and destructive environments flourish, although this carries a high personal cost for many of those involved

Emotional manipulation
Most management guidebooks are based on emotional manipulation. 

In other words, they view an employee as a machine. When certain actions are taken (such as praise), certain responses will occur.

There are two fairly serious problems with acting according to this philosophy

(1) It is wrong

(2) It doesn’t work.

In all honesty I must say that emotional manipulation often DOES produce the desired behaviour, but it’s still wrong, and ultimately it is not good for the business either.

It is important to think of each employee as a separate and independent being, and treat them as an equal, with the employment relationship being a trade between equals.

There is no conflict between this view and that fact that it is quite reasonable to give directions to employees on work-related issues.

Praise

Most textbooks will recommend praising employees for work well done, and in multiple surveys employees also request this.

However, coming from someone who has been an employee for a long time, I recommend that you do not complement an employee on a job well done.

This generates pride which makes a person more emotional and a smaller person, and this pride will be quickly deflated as soon as something goes wrong.

The best manager I ever worked for never once said a positive word about anything I had done in all the time I worked for her. For the first few months I was nervous and I actually asked her if my work was all right, to which she surprisedly said it was.

Over time I came to realize that my work was valued from the general attitude which which I was treated. This realization was far deeper and more satisfying than any words that could be said.

This comes from the following

(1) Say a simple ‘thank you’ after receiving their work. Employees will quickly learn that this means that the work is satisfactory and is valued, if there is any problem then the response would be “thanks, but…”. 
(2) Check their work. If work is checked and passed on to the outside party without change or after the employee makes minor changes, the employee will rightfully feel that this has been a success.
(3) As time progresses, give less guidance to the employee. In the early stages you may give a task to the employee and discuss how they will handle it. As time progresses, simply give them the task and walk away. Employees will rightfully realize that this means that the manager has trust in their ability to handle the job themselves. However, you should continue to check the results forever. Mistakes can happen for the most experienced person. Also, this keeps you aware of what they are doing, and the employee will receive continual support from observing that their work is being checked by their manager and passed on without need for change.

(4) As time passes, give the employee more difficult tasks to perform. This is very important. Employees will become bored and loose their self esteem if they are not continually growing and expanding their skills into new and more difficult areas. Self esteem comes from completing something that was difficult, and once tasks become familiar and easy, serious self esteem problems will occur if these are the only tasks that are performed.

There is another reason to be sparing with praise, although this applies more to guestures of recognition such as the CEO taking some staff members to lunch.

Inevitably some people will be left off the list, it is impossible to recognise everyone in the company simultaneously (apart from all-employee events of course).

The people left off the list may loose self esteem and feel that they are not recognized or valued by the company.

This may lead to them loosing interest in striving to achieve great things during their employment, a highly undesirable change in circumstances from the point of view of the company.

By all means if a difficult and important projects has been completed, take some steps to recognise the achievement.

However, be very careful in recognizing people, especially taking any action that confers status on a person, unless there has been a very clear achievement that backs up and justifies the recognition.

Checking work

As manager of a team you bear ultimate responsibility for the work that is produced by the team.

Also, you should be one of the most experienced people in the team, although you might not have the strongest technical skills in any particular area, or in fact may actually be new to the field of work that the team is involved in.

It is important that the team leader or manager personally check work that is produced by each individual. This is for several reasons.

First, it is to detect errors before they leave the team and get into the outside world.

Also, while a manager must maintain some distance from the team, they must also be fully aware of what each person is producing, who is doing well, and where there are problems.

Employees will gain satisfaction and self esteem from finding that their work is being checked by the manager and is being allowed to pass outside the team.

You must be comfortable with what is produced. However, beware of making a large number of changes, or of spending excessive time analyzing and changing minor details.

This is personally invasive and will destroy the self-esteem of the team member.
Also, effectively you would be taking over the project and doing it yourself, which is not the purpose of the management role, and would represent a failure on several levels.
Allow the individual to make their own decisions on the details as long as you are comfortable with the overall effect that is produced. Suggesting a few changes is fine.

Email is ideal for this process, even if you are sitting next to the other person. Have then send it through to you, send it back if necessary with requested changes, then on receiving the next copy forward it on to the outside party that it is for.

Do not check minor things such as letters, it will sap the confidence of a team member and is not an effective use of your time.

Some teams have a system of ‘peer review’ where one team member checks another member’s work.

This is common in the academic world.

In my experience this is a bad thing and does not work well. Although it might detect some genuine errors, in practice this generally involves the second person substantially changing the work, and replacing the flaws of the first person with their own. It does not produce the ‘best of both worlds’ from both people, in many cases it is just as likely to produce the worst of both people.

This is also an unproductive process and severely reduces the volume of work produced by the team, without improving (as is claimed) its quality.

As all great works of art were created by a single individual, so any work is generally best produced by one person, flaws and all, rather than having several different people attempting to place their stamp on it.
A review should be limited to a quick process to identify any genuine errors, rather than a process that substantially changes the work.

Treat lightly
Allow each person to develop their own style, whether they be a computer programmer, a graphic artist or an accountant.
This is critical.

It is no exaggeration to say that the development of one’s own style and life is the very life force that drives a human being, and any attempt to curtail this may have serious negative effects.

If you attempt to force a person to produce work in your own style, the ‘team’ style or any other style, bad things will happen.

The creativity and quality of the work produced by the person will be severely restricted.

In many industries some consistency of output from each team member is required and this is generally accepted, but this should be limited to the bare minimum of restriction, and the individuality of the team member should be allowed to shine through in their work.

If this is allowed then the team’s work will be characterized by creativity, quality, and individuality.
For this reason it is not wise for team members to give each other advice or attempt to influence another’s style. This is like cutting branches from a tender growing tree, the result of this process is a disfigured tree, not a better tree.

Whether it is technical knowledge or a personal style, it is better for each team member to follow their own road, seek out the knowledge themselves, and develop their own style.

Criticism

If there is something wrong with some work explain what it is and ask them to fix it. 

Avoid criticizing the person directly, criticizing one’s work is personal enough.

If the employee has done something personally wrong (i.e. behaved unacceptably), as opposed to producing some incorrect work, explain quietly and calmly what behaviour is acceptable or not acceptable. 

If this continues several times then the employee should be fired. Not only is this the correct decision from the prespective of the company, but if someone in this position is not fired, other employees will become demoralized and will also loose respect for the manager.

Complaints
On occasion complaints will be received about members of the team.

Some say that a manager should back up the team member to the hilt, regardless of what has happened.

However, while this attitude might be appropriate in a personal friendship, it is not appropriate in a work setting.

Sometimes managers will take the opposite approach and heavily criticize and ‘blast’ the employee for embarrassing themselves and the team, then go crawling to the external party explaining that the person has been disciplined and the problem solved. 

Needless to say this is not a good thing.

If you receive a complaint keep an open mind. Search out the facts of the situation carefully. 

Complaints may involve two issues: mistakes, or inappropriate behaviour.

If the team member has made an error, identify this. Most team members will be highly embarrassed although some will try and deny the problem and blame others.

No criticism is generally required as the embarrassment is sufficient, however obviously if mistakes are repeatedly made then there is a serious problem to address. 

The individual may be bright but may have insufficient knowledge to complete the tasks that they are being given, in which case checking their work closely while they ‘come up to speed’ is probably the best solution. 

If they simply do not have the ability to fulfill the role discuss this with them and suggest that they seek a new role outside the team or the company.

Apologize to the external party for the mistake and ensure them that steps have been taken to ensure that it will not happen again.

In the second case, unacceptable behavior may have occurred.

In this case, explain calmly and clearly to the employee what is acceptable and what is not acceptable. In this case it is probably appropriate that the employee apologise personally to the external party. You should also speak to the external party and explain that you agree that the behavior was unacceptable, that you have spoken to the employee, and that you can assure them that this will not happen again.

If the employee repeats the behavior several times then they should be terminated.

This discussion assumes that the complaint was reasonable. In some cases, particularly when dealing with a member of the public, an external party may be abusive, irrational and insulting.

In this case you should deal with the complainant directly, say that you support the actions of your team member (if they were reasonable), but generally try to diffuse the situation by expressing understanding of their frustrations and sympathy for their views.

This may be escalated to higher levels of management by the complainant. Some people are simply irrational and abusive and there is little that can be done to deal with them except to keep responding calmly, clearly, and repeating facts, until they finally go away!

Internal disputes
Disputes may arise between parties within the team or within the wider organization. 

In some cases, the comments under handling complaints may be relevant.
However, you may find that two people give different versions of what happened.

People can produce widely divergent stories of something that happened mere hours previously. These may include outright lies, a favourite of young children, but is more likely to be due to people perceiving events from a completely different perception of the world.

Do what you can to be very specific and detailed and try to pin down exactly what actually occurred. This is by far the most important step in resolving the situation.

If one (or both) parties have acted unacceptably then this should be identified and the relevant people asked to apologise to the other party.

If stories still conflict you will have difficultly (obviously) in taking appropriate action to satisfactorily resolve the situation.

One alternative is to bring both parties into a room to discuss the event. This may be an explosive situation. Accusations and counter-accusations may fly across the room.

Allow both sides to continue until they have said all they need to say, stepping in from time to time to try to hold back some of the more outrageous statements and attacks. 

You may need to eventually call a halt to the meeting as some people can continue in this process indefinitely.

The end of this meeting should be taken as the end of the situation. Do not allow the issue to be discussed again in the future.

Feelings may be hurt and relationships may be damaged. However, this is generally a better alternative than the outcome of not meeting, which may be poisonous statements made behind people’s backs and a total refusal to speak to each other.

The release of energy during the meeting will release much of the poison from the individuals and as well as making each party aware of the thoughts of the other party.

This may enable relationships to heal in the future.

Some organizations, such as some political parties, are well known for having poisonous relations between internal groups. Groups may consider other internal groups to be their bitter enemies, to a much greater extent than any outside group that they are actually supposed to be competing against.
Needless to say orgnaisations with this structure are not very successful in their chosen mission and you should do what you can to prevent this occurring.

Bringing parties into meetings together will assist in breaking down some barriers and remove some of the more irrational ideas they may have about each other, even if the meetings are not particularly positive or constructive.

Fortunately situations like this are fairly rare in most businesses with most people being reasonably calm and professional.

However, when conflicts like this do occur, it is important to address them effectively otherwise they can cause a serious disruption to harmony and effective operations.

Qualities of management

Management is not a popularity contest and a manager may be popular because he or she sets low standards, allows unwarranted time off and so on. In this case the manager has breached their duty to the company and has harmed the business. 

However, employee morale is essential for a successful business, and is highly dependant on the personal qualities of their manager.

Commonly sited qualities respected by employees in a manager are: (from the toxic boss website)
Training and development

Training and development is very important. It is a natural human desire to grow, and most people will become depressed if they are not learning new things.
Allow employees to attend training courses, to learn new skills on the job and to take on new types of work.

Lack of scope to grow and expand, along with conflicts with their manager, are two major reasons for employees seeking jobs outside the company. Few leave purely due to salary as few employers will pay a significantly higher salary than the person was receiving from their last employer.
Note that this does not apply to all employees. Some employees are resistant to change, they are happy with the work they do and they do not want to change it.

If they are doing their job well then this is perfectly fine, simply allow them to remain in that role and do not attempt to force them to take on new things.

Money
Salaries are an inherent conflict between the company, which would like to pay as little as possible, and the employee, who would like to receive as much as possible

Some employees believe that they are underpaid and are being exploited (which is usually not the case, due to the next sentence). These people are usually very negative and generally produce little. Not much can be done about this, it is a character trait.
I you want to burst their bubble you could ask ‘what do you think is a fair salary for the work you are doing?’ They will probably not be able to respond to this because deep-down they realize that they do very little work, and in fact are probably paid the same (or better for some of these people!) than similar employees at other firms. This may quieten them down but be aware that their attitude will not change.

Obviously there are some situations where an employee is being genuinely underpaid and these situations should be corrected.

The majority of employees will be satisfied as long as they feel that they are receiving a fair salary based on the work that they are doing, their skills and experience, and salaries for similar jobs at other companies.

Generally it is in the best interests of all concerned that the manager attempt to ensure that all the employee’s salaries are at a fair level.

If salaries are too low the good employees will leave for better jobs elsewhere, leaving the poorly skilled employees remaining, which is not a good outcome for the business.

Conversely, salary costs are a major proportion of the total expenses for most businesses and if salaries are too high this represents an unnecessary loss of money for the business.

Another point is that if it is suspected that one person in a group is being paid too much, this will generate an astoundingly large amount of jealously, resentment and negativity. This is somewhat illogical and immature as this does not affect the other employees at all, however it is basic human nature and is likely to affect us all to some extent or another.

While salaries are generally confidential a manager should ensure that there is no actual or imagined overpayment of a member of a team.

Regular salary rises are important, to reflect inflation and more difficult work that the employee may be taking on.

Distance

It is very important for the successful fulfillment of a management role that the manager keep a certain emotional distance from the team members. 

In the military tradition, officers live and eat completely separately from the enlisted men, although this is probably a bit drastic and could potentially create more problems by being too distant and ‘out of touch’.

This is assisted if the manager is significantly older (but not too older!) than the team members but this is not always possible.
A manager should keep his conversation to a few minutes quiet conversation with each person. Occasional longer conversations are fine, but he or she should avoid staying into the region of becoming friends with any of the team members.

It is difficult to express simply why this is the case, beyond stating that it simply does not ‘work’ for a manger to be too close to members of the team.

If a manager is friends with one team member, this will create jealously and fears of favoritism and unfairness.

If the manager tries to be ‘one of the boys’ and friends with all the team members he or she will loose the respect of the team, and will be unable to give clear instructions (one cannot give ‘instructions’ to a friend) and will not be able to give criticism when it is required
Workloads

Some employees do not like work and are happier the less work that they have to do. 

Others become very bored and depressed if they do not have enough work to do.

In many jobs and industries work is volatile and there will be quiet and busy periods. 

This is a healthy thing and the quiet times allow for reflection, catching up on odd tasks and socializing. This obviously makes work life more enjoyable for the employee and it also benefits the business in the long run, through improved morale of the employees and many other befits that arise from these times.

However, if the work load is too light for a long period of time, the companies money is being wasted unnecessarily on salaries, and many of these employees themselves will become demotivated. In this case a judgment must be made whether to reduce the number of people in the area (through sackings, redeployment etc), or to ‘carry’ the staff during the quiet times if there are likely to be long busy times ahead.

If workloads are too heavy, more staff should be employed, or delivery times to customers will be delayed and the business will be harmed.

Various Problems

Employee conflicts

In an ideal world every employee would be professional and have good working relationships with those around them.

However, conflicts may arise between employees due to different personalities, misunderstandings, battles over control and so forth.

In these cases take the two parties into a room and have them talk through their feelings and issues. Sit back and act as a mediator, steering the conversation back on track, stopping either person if they step over the line and become insulting, and so forth. 

Make sure that both people ‘get things off their chest’ and say what they are thinking and feeling, being careful to stop anyone that begins saying anything that is too deeply personal or critical of the other.
Once an employee has the chance to express the way that they feel to the other person and the reasons for that, they will feel much happier and the problem may be largely solved.

An employee who cannot handle the job

Although skills can be learned, technical knowledge and experience can be gained, an employee will generally ‘get’ the job from the first day, or they will never ‘get’ the job until the end of time.
This is very difficult to express and quite difficult to identify in the workplace, but other experienced employees will generally recognize that the work produced by the person is simply ‘wrong’. A computer program may by large, slow, full of bugs and difficult to maintain. In the marketing field, a person may completely lack the personality required to inspire excitement in potential business contacts.

As soon as this problem is recognized (ideally within the first few weeks of employment), the employee should be terminated. Explain to the employee that, unfortunately, it has become apparent that they do not have the natural ability to perform the role. This is obviously not a pleasant situation for anyone but quick action is essential. Do not wait and hope that they improve!

Allowing a person in this position to continue working in the role may do untold damage to the company’s assets or relationships that may take years to repair.

Excellence

This heading involves injecting some sense and realism into some approaches that are sometimes attempted (foolishly) in management.

Motivational and management books tend to use terms such as ‘rewarding excellence’ and ‘inspiring exceptional results’.

The use of adjectives such as these is not helpful. Talking in this way is likely to set up unrealistic expectations and be generally harmful to the business.

The best that an employee can generally do is to do a job well.

If someone asks you to add up a column of figures and produce the result, there is a limit to how much ‘innovation’ or ‘excellence’ can be incorporated into a process such as that, the best that it is possible to achieve is to produce the answer quickly and accurately.

No-one can turn $1M into $2M in five minutes, that’s not possible, unless a very rare opportunity happens to be present at that moment in time, and in that case the best that an employee can do is have the sense to grasp the opportunity that exists.

Motivational textbooks will say that you should just imagine wealth and money will appear from thin air. Attempt this and you will find that it does not happen.

The highest achievement that an employee can gain is to consistently do a ‘good job’. 

I realize that this will generate howls of protest from people who say ‘but we want an EXCELLENT job’.

Perhaps I can put it in these terms: doing your job ‘well’ is like getting full marks on a test, i.e. 100%. This is the maximum that it is possible to get. If there are 10 questions on the test, the maximum score that can be achieved is 10 correct answers.

This is best expressed in the negative rather than the positive, i.e. start with the perfect performance and deduct what the person failed to deliver, rather than starting with a baseline, and attempting to add ‘excellence’ or ‘exceptional’ items.

In other words, doing a ‘good job’ or the job ‘well’ is effectively saying that ‘you did everything well and didn’t do anything (major) wrong’. 

I don’t just mean this in a mechanical sense, this includes contributing new ideas and so forth as relevant to the position.

It should not be underestimated how rare and special a consistently ‘good job’ is.
An employee who produces work that is accurate, who is reliable, who suggests good ideas, who interacts well with others, and who produces work in reasonable timeframes is worth their weight in gold, and this situation is worthy of respect.

If you must use superlatives, you might say something like ‘kate is fantastic’, preferably in a situation where kate is not involved in the conversation, but can overhear what is happening.

For a final word, consider that daily life in work involves doing things well: exceptional events are limited to rescues from trail derailments and they only happen twice a century.

Don’t micro-manage

On most topics my experience has been the exact opposite of that espoused by management textbooks, but on this topic we find full agreement.
Employees hate to be micro managed.

Micromanagement is becoming directly involved in the minute-to-minute work of the employee.

No only do employees hate it, but it tends to produce a poor quality of work, and it is also a waste of money for the business to spend a salary on a manager who spends time in this way.

This may be a sign that the manger does not have enough ‘managing’ to fill their time. 

In my view, a person managing three or four people does not generally have sufficient work to do in management type tasks to fill a full time job. If this is the case, then take on some of the work that your employees are doing, rather than becoming involved in theirs.

For example, if you have five projects to complete, delegate four of them and take on one yourself, rather than delegating all five and then becoming directly involved in each one.

I should note that in some cases a manager of three or four people DOES have a full-time management role, and this generally occurs when the team is very independent from the rest of the organization and has its own policies, procedures, systems and interactions with the rest of the organization.

Employees prefer to be given a task and then be left alone in peace to complete it, and this approach works well.

Obviously a new an inexperienced person will need greater assistance that an established employee.

This can be handled by

(1) assigning them the task and giving them some information and suggestions on how to approach it

(2) waiting for them to come back to you and ask for more information or assistance as required.

As the employee becomes more experienced this process will gradually evolve into you handing them the task, and them returning some time later with the finished product.

Be patient

People promoted to management positions are often those that are hard working and ambitious, and expect rapid progress.

It is human nature to believe that other people are the same as ourselves, when this is often not the case.

Do not expect that your staff will necessarily have the desire or the ability to achieve rapid progress in their skills and career. Some will have, while others will not.

If you try to push people too far too fast they may loose self esteem and feel like failures when they are unable to progress as quickly as you expect. This would obviously not be a good situation.

Work as hard as you wish and advance your own skills as quickly as you can, but realize that each of your team members will advance at their own pace, and accept this.
This issue is also related to the sections on ‘its just a job’ and ‘training and development’.

Allow each person to find their place in the team

Clear job descriptions are important, although they generally only come into play for people who are not performing their role adequately.

For example, if someone is not adequately performing their role, it is essential to be able to discuss with them a clear description of the required role, and then corrective action can be taken such as additional training, or more likely them relocating to another role within the company or leaving the company completely.

In the general case, however, it is important to not be too rigid in allocating work and to allow each person to naturally find their place in a team.

Each person has a different personality and technical aptitudes.

Over time the interactions within the team and with external parties will lead to each person taking on the work that they enjoy and are good at, as long as you allow this process to occur naturally.
Obviously it is important to prevent a case where one person with a dominant personality takes the interesting work and leaves the rest for those with less self-confidence, however I have not generally observed this as a problem, most teams seem to ‘find their feet’ fairly well with each person naturally developing their own place in the team.

Joint projects

In some cases you may find in an office that people form a ‘pair’. 

They may have lunch together every day, read the same material, and sit together to complete projects.
If that is the case and it works well, then so be it.

In general, however, I have found that having people working closely together on a project is a bad idea and does not work well.

A project may involve several people, but this should be on the basis of each person handling their own particular area, and consulting with the other members to see that the project comes together as a whole.

Building a house is the perfect (although somewhat artificial) example – the electrician does the electicals, the brick layer lays the bricks and the plasterer hangs the plaster, with the whole thing coming together at the end seamlessly as a finished house.

A situation in which everyone tried to lay bricks, then everyone tried to lay wire, then everyone tried to hang plaster would be a disaster.

When several people work together on a project, each person should take a section of the project for themselves and complete it, rather than attempting to have two people working together on a single section of the project.
Teams

Teams are the strongest when each person in the team has a quite different role, and where the team members respect the skills and independence of the other team members.

It is best if each person in the team develops skills in a different area. This increases the skills of the team as a whole, reduces competitiveness within the team and increases the self-esteem of team members through having their own special skills and removes the need to compare themselves to others (which is a poisonous experience). 

Just a job
Some people highly value their career, and for some the company may be the central focus of their lives.

For others, their employment is ‘just a job’. They may have rich family lives outside work, or may be strongly involved in sport, playing three or four times and week and focusing their lives on this part of their life.

This should be perfectly acceptable.

Obviously companies value people who are career focused. These people may be seen in the office on a Saturday in jeans and runners spending a few hours cleaning through their desks, and are often involved in extra formal study out-of-hours. These people can add a lot of value to the business.

However, there is also a place for those who do their job well, but leave at 5pm for a life outside work. This particularly applies to low-level positions.
These people may have little interest in training or career advancement. However, if they are performing their job well, then they are a valuable addition to the company. 

It is difficult in business to find people who perform their job well and are happy to continue in a role for an extended period of time.
Do not try and push these people to undertake extra training or develop their skills if they have no desire to do this, simply accept their role.

Respect

It is often said that the most important thing that a manger can have is the respect of the team.

There may be some truth in this, although I have seen many teams operate successfully when then team members had no respect for the manager whatsoever. 

This is hardly an ideal situation however.

Respect can be earned from following all the advice in this book, but especially the two sections below:


Exercise the qualities defined as desirable in a manager, section XX


Keep some emotional distance from the team members, see section XX.

Take control in war, let go in peace

Employees hate a weak leader. 

Some despise this, others just find it disappointing, depressing and stressful.

When a crisis occurs, it is important to take control and take action. 

Talk personally to the key people involved, within the team and externally. 

Think through the issues yourself and make the decisions personally about what should be done.

If you are in a leadership or management position that should be because you have experience and understanding of the area involved, and if not, then now is the time to rise to the challenge and learn quickly.

Do not be afraid to give clear instructions to employees on what to do, they will respect this.

‘Delegation’ is giving a task to a trusted employee along with the right to manage the task themselves, but this is a time for direction, not delegation.

However, beware of taking this approach permanently. Operating in this mode over the long term becomes tiring and depressing for the team and prevents them from developing.

While there will always be problems, really serious crisis should not be a fact of daily life or something is seriously wrong somewhere.

Once the crisis has passed, step back a little. Delegate tasks. This means giving a staff member the right to manage a task themselves and make their own decisions and mistakes, although it is wise to check their final product, so that mistakes do not make it outside into the light of day.

Employees with bad attitudes

From time-to-time, especially if you inherit a team, you may find staff reporting to you that have bad attitudes.

They may constantly complain about a wide range of problems. They will produce little work, which will often be justified by reference to a wide range of creative reasons why they cannot compete their tasks, generally due to things that are someone elses’s fault.

If you are part of a large organization, there may be little that you can do, as in this case employees generally have to do something very seriously wrong before they will be dismissed.

This attitude is an in-built character trait that the person was born with, and nothing that you can say or do can change that.

Setting very specific requirements and timeframes for work may help somewhat.

Some managers will find that they have the ability to use a forceful and dominant personality to induce employees to behave reasonably and produce a reasonable volume of work.
Generally I recommend treating staff as professionals and not enganging in personal pressure.

If you have a naturally dominant personality, hold it in, as exercising it will have highly detrimental effects with most employees.

However, in the case of employees with bad attitudes, applying personal pressure may be justified.

There are two problems with this approach.

Some employees are blissfully immune to this pressure and will continue their freewheeling attitude regardless of anything the manager does short of physically hitting them over the head.

Also, some people finding themselves in management positions may have gentle personalities and may be completely incapable of exerting a forceful personality.

This does not necessarily mean that they are a weak leader – they may be willing to make difficult decisions, but it does mean that they are likely to struggle in this situation.
If you are unable to deal with the difficult employee and you work for a small company, then I suggest that you simply sack them.
Apart from the fact that they add nothing to the business, life is simply too short to spend it dealing with people like this.
They may find themselves unemployed, which would be just reward for their chosen behaviour, or working for a dominant person who manages to extract some work from them to the general betterment of the world.

It should be noted that, in some cases this type of behaviour may be due to a very low self-esteem instead of an unhealthily high self esteem, in which case force of personality will make the problem worse.

In the case of problems due to low self-esteem, this may be due to a long and unhappy history with the organization, and it is a better thing for both parties for the employment relationship to be terminated, and for the employee to start a new life with a new employer.

The nature of work
As a manager or indeed a strategic manager or director of a corporation it is important to understand the nature of work.

If a keypunch operator keys 10,000 key punches per minute, she will key 10,000 keys in one minute, and 20,000 keys in two minutes.

It’s as simple as that.

As trite as this sounds, it is quite fundamental because many organization initiatives are based on attempting to get employees to work ‘harder’ (in these politically correct days this is usually expressed as ‘work smarter not harder’, however the underlying philosophy is still seeking harder work).
If our operator’s speed is 10,000 punches per minute, it is generally impossible for her to key at a faster rate. This may be possible for a very short time, but he muscles will very quickly become stressed and her error rate will skyrocket. The human body simply does not operate in this way.

Somewhat surprisingly, it is also impossible for her to key slower than 10,000 punches.

If this is attempted her rhythm will be broken, the muscles will become jolted and errors will increase.

Everyone has a natural pace and rhythm at which they are ‘in the zone’, almost changing to a new spiritual plane and producing a steady output of productive work while being in that frame of mind and operation.
Neither is this simply an issue of the physical body, it also applies to the mind and even the creative force.

If this seems strange, consider this – have you ever tried to read a book slowly? It doesn’t work, we each have a natural comfortable reading speed.

Understanding these concepts is valuable for a manager in allocating work and setting timeframes, and is also relevant to attempts to get employees to ‘work harder’.

Apart from increasing the hours spent in the office, which is one issue, any attempts to induce employees to work harder generally fail because they are based on a fundamental misunderstanding of the nature of work.

Although the output per hour of ‘working’ is relatively constant, there is great variation in the amount of time that employees spend working. Some career-focused people will spend their entire day in the office working and will then continue working, such as studying, in their own time.

Others do not like working and will spend a full day in the office chatting, sitting, and doing nothing rather than engaging in productive activity.

By walking around the office, assigning and checking tasks and so on you should be aware of this. Explain to someone like this that they are spending too much time socializing and give then a greater volume of work to undertake.

The great majority of people, however, work at a steady pace as long as they have sufficient work to do.

In cases where an entire team does little work, this is generally because there are too many people in the team for the volume of work that has to be completed. In most cases the volume of work to be completed is determined by forces outside the team, rather than any actions of team members themselves.

Deadlines

Some people say that every time you give an employee a task you should give them a deadline as well.

I suggest that you don’t do this.

Take an example. 

Before will consider this example, be aware that in general it is difficult to estimate how long a task will take. Some tasks are completed more quickly than we expect, other have unexpected difficulties and take longer. This may not always apply to a very experienced team completing standard work, however, the general principal still applies.
Say you assign a task to an employee with a deadline of 10 hours. Things go well and he completes the task in 8 hours.
The perfect employee may return and say ‘good news, I’ve finished early, do you have the next job’. Few of us a perfect though and it is human nature to see this as an opportunity to have a rest. After all, the manager has given them 10 hours to complete the project, they are ahead of schedule, and the task doesn’t have to be finished for another two hours. In this scenario, 2 hours of the company’s time has just been wasted.

Now consider the other case, that the task takes longer than expected. By running over the deadline the employee will become stressed and afraid that the manager will loose confidence in them and that they will get into trouble.

In this example there is a negative outcome in both possible cases, except for the case where the work is finished close to the deadline but this will not happen all the time.

A much better approach is to say ‘here is your next task, come back when you’ve finished and get the next task’.

This approach works really well. It avoids the problems outlined above.

Also, from the employee’s perspective, this is a much happier and more productive way to work, as working to constant deadlines is a depressing and demoralizing experience. 

However, if an employee is constantly avoiding work then it might be necessary to use deadlines.

For those worried about the lack of accountability of not having deadlines, both the manger and the employee should be aware of the approximate time that a task should take, allowing the manager to realize that something is wrong if tasks consistently come back after their expected timeframes.

Most employees will work at a steady pace as long as they have a steady stream of work to do.

This issue also falls into the category or treating employees as responsible and professional. People are more likely to rise to the challenge of working professionally if a manager is willing to treat them in this way.

Approximate timeframes, such as ‘late tomorrow’ or ‘early next week’ are a healthy thing.

These give clients and outside parties the information and confidence they need to make plans and schedule other activities, while avoiding the negative effects of fixed deadlines.

These timeframes also lets other parties know when they can follow up something that is late, which may be a serious problem when no timeframe has been specified.

This is also very helpful to the employee who has several tasks on the go at the one time, as it allows him or her to juggle the various tasks with the aim of completing each of them by the required time.

There are, however, cases where deadlines and fixed timeframes are important.
In the case of small tasks that will not be done immediately, something like ‘can you type this letter and I need it some time tomorrow’ works well. If a timeframe is not given for non-urgent tasks then they tend to never be completed.
In the case of major projects delivered to customers, in many industries it is necessary to quote a completion date as well as a cost.

Also, in the case of managing large projects with multiple tasks and resources, estimating the timeframes of all the interconnected tasks is essential in effectively completing the project.

Another situation where fixed timeframes are relevant involves open-ended tasks.

In one company where I worked, there was a lot of time spent by computer support staff in fixing problems with PC’s. A decision was taken to spend half an hour attempting to fix a given problem and if this was unsuccessful, to cease attempting to fix the problem, re-format the entire computer and start again.

This also applies to tasks that are never actually ‘finished’, such as improving a design. A decision may be taken to spend a fixed amount of time improving a design, achieve the greatest improvement that can be made in this time, and then treat the design as finished and move on to the next task.

It is better to get a good design out the door than keep a product in-house forever, attempting to create the perfect product.

Many companies have hemorrhaged time and money through failing to adhere to this discipline and have ended up bankrupt.

Team meetings

For the benefit of those inexperienced in management, team meetings should be held fortnightly for one hour.

The manager should pass on any information he or she has gained from higher levels of management or from other managers.

In some cases each team member can briefly report on what they are working on, although general discussions about any topics of interest and work that is being undertaken are the most important component.
This is largely a socializing event and is very important for the healthy functioning of the work environment.

I suggest that you hold team meetings regularly even if you have nothing formal to discuss, as this is an important opportunity for employees to pick up information and establishing working relationships with other team members.
It is easy to get out of the habit of holding team meetings if something more important seems to come up, and weeks and then months go by without the team meeting together. Try to avoid this and ensure that the meetings continue to be held as they are important for the team and the work environment.

Team lunches also fit under this heading. I recommend that, as manager, you take the team out to lunch at least a few times a year. This is a good opportunity for the employees to unwind and is a gesture of thanks from the company for the work that has been done.

Balance your time – spend some time with the team and some time away from the team
Spending some time away from the team is important.
There is no doubt that things are more relaxed and less stressful when the boss is away.

People have the chance to relax, chat, work steadily, and generally enjoy work to a far greater extent than when their boss is looking over their shoulder.

Some supervisors and mangers fear that if they are not constantly watching their staff, no work will get done.

This fear is ill-founded.

If the employees are professional, they will manage their own workload, take breaks as appropriate, but ensure that the work is complete at the end of the day.

Even if the staff are not professional in their work, this is still not an issue.

Your employees may have dug a trench that is 50 feet long. If you go away for a week and return and the trench is still 50 feet long, you will no doubt be extremely unhappy. 

Verbal abuse is not generally recommended but in the face of laziness it is healthy and a good thing.

In some activities progress is more difficult to define, however through talking with customers and other parties it will very quickly become obvious whether any work has been done.

Employees who know that their manager will return at the end of the week and expect progress have the incentive to continue working, even though the manager may not be physically present.

Managers still worried about progress in their absence should take the following approach.

“I want this roof truss up by Wednesday. I don’t care how you do it, I don’t care what you do between now and then, as long as when I get back on Wednesday I look up and see that roof truss sitting squarely on the frame”

This approach is likely to be met with sheer joy by the employees. This is paradise.
They can relax, chat to their friends, and generally do anything they want as long as the job gets finished by the required time.

While this is bliss for the employees it is also an excellent way to operate from the company’s perspective.

It should be noted that the goals that are set should be reasonable. 
If the time frames given are excessively short, the only way for this to be met is for the employees to remain back for long periods of extra work (as explained in ‘the nature of work’, finishing a job sooner requires extra hours spent working, working harder each hour (which is sometimes the suggested intention) is not possible if the employee is already working at a steady pace).
As a manager or business owner you must make a judgment about how hard to push your staff.

If you push too hard you will end up with high staff turnover, high supervision and training costs and poor customer service, all of which are detrimental to the business.

If you do not push hard enough, your costs will be higher than your competitors and eventually you will go out of business.

While it is important to spend some time away from the team, it is also important to spend some time with them.
You must be aware of all the interactions within the team, who is working well and who is not, and so forth. This will enable corrective action to be taken when problems arise, and properly recognise people who are woking well through promotions and so on.

Even the most professional and independent team requires a manager at times to sort out problems that arise within the team.

It is also part of the managerial role to be sitting with the team and to take on problems such as dealing with abusive customers.

Don’t hoard work

It you can’t keep up with your work while your staff are standing around with nothing to do, you are failing as a manager, not to mention wasting the organization’s money on the salaries of staff members who are not being given the opportunity to produce any output.
Some managers don’t pass on work to their staff because they feel that they don’t have the knowledge to complete the tasks.
This might possibly be true. For example, the manager may be the most senior and technically experienced person in the team, or some team members might be new to the organization.

However, they have to start somewhere.

Delegation means giving a task to an employee to complete and manage themselves and return with the completed project.

It may be too early to fully delegate some tasks. In this case, give a task to the staff member, give them some information and let them play around with it for a while. If they have nothing to do because you are hoarding all the work, you have nothing to loose with this process.

They may come back to you several times for more information and assistance but eventually the task will be completed. Don’t forget that while this is going on, your time will be freed up to work on something else.

Over time this will see the knowledge of the team build up and you will be able to distribute the work amongst the team as it should be.

Obviously the throughput of the entire team will be multiplied several times over once this process is completed, from the output of one person (yourself) to the output of the full team.

This process assumes that the team members have the general level of skill required to complete the work but lack knowledge of a particular system or process.

Sometimes you might inherit a team and discover that the staff do not have the level of skill that is required to complete the work.

In this case, you will need to speak to the higher level management about getting new people into the team.

It takes years of time to develop skills to higher levels, and many people do not have the ability or desire to achieve this regardless of the timeframe. 

In cases where the skill level of the team members is simply not at the level that is necessary to complete the work, replacing the team members is the only practical alternative.

Motivation and incentives

While management textbooks may apply hundreds of pages to this topic the key points are very simple
(1) Apply all the ideas in this book to the workplace, specifically:
(2) Ensure that salaries are fair

(3) Ensure regular rises in salaries to reflect greater experience and new job responsibilities

(4) Provide a path for promotion to more senior levels

(5) Allow the employee to attend training courses and learn new skills

(6) Avoid harsh criticism of individuals, handling problems as appropriate (see other sections)

(7) Provide a steady workload that is neither too heavy or too light

Epilogue

I have chosen to finish with a true story from the ‘toxic boss’ website. This website is a humorous but insightful forum for employees to vent their frustrations about their boss.

There are many beautiful things in this story, and it illustrates beauty in a work situation in a way that words never could.
"Right before accepting a new job offer, I found out I had to have major surgery. I called my prospective boss and explained the situation. My boss was very supportive. He arranged for me to go on disability leave the very first day of my new job. I was expecting to receive only a partial paycheck, since disability insurance usually covers only a fraction of one's salary. Well, I received my first paycheck, while I was home recuperating from the surgery - and it was a full paycheck! Thinking there must be a mistake, I called my new boss to tell him. He said, 'Oh, no, it's not a mistake. We decided to pay you in full for the time it takes you to recover. Have a good recovery and come back when you can.' I hung up the phone and cried tears of joy. This organization will have a loyal employee for life."

In this story both the employee and employer exercised generosity to the other. The company was supportive of the woman’s problems and kindly paid her a full salary while she was sick even though they were not legally compelled to do so. The woman reported what she thought to be an overpayment, while many people would have kept the money hoping that the supposed mistake would not be found.

