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FOREWORD


A Primer for Workplace Intelligence and More By Ervin (Earl) Cobb
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If you are looking for a book where a writer provides a general discussion of leadership skills or where an educator presents an academic view of the characteristics and qualities of individuals recognized as exemplary leaders, and you chose this book, you will be sorely disappointed.

Along with being  an admired  professional colleague, a dear friend and fellow author, Doug Russell has genuinely been there and done that when it comes to successfully leading project and technical teams.

In this, his third published book, Doug was committed to find a way to capture many of his lessons-learned and communicate them in a simple, candid, straight forward, yet meaningful fashion.

In discussions with Doug when he was in the process of drafting the early manuscript, I learned of his vision for his new book. He was determined to structure “Successfully Leading Project and Technical Teams”  in such a way that the book could become a unique leadership development primer for those working in the Tech environment.

As Doug described it to me, “By a primer, I envision a book which can intuitively fit into any technical and management toolkit. A book that is easy to read, connects-the-dots of the sometime complicated technical development workplace, and allows all project and technical team members to more effectively work together, and possibly, develop themselves into successful leaders of projects and technical teams.”

What I experienced in reading an early release of “Successfully Leading Project and Technical Teams: Workplace Intelligence for All Team Members,” was a delightful combination of sincerity, insightfulness, and ingenuity. 

I was very impressed in how Doug has been able to not only recall over eighty invaluable anecdotes and to share them with such candor and yet, pack each with enjoyable dialogue and instructive nuances.

When Doug asked me to write the foreword to this particular book, I was thrilled and honored for two reasons.

First of all, I worked closely with Doug while I was the Vice President and Director of the Secure Communications Operations at Motorola’s Government and Systems Technology Group over thirty-years ago. 

Having become professional colleagues and then friends, I watched with admiration how Doug professionally morphed over the years into a very successful and respected leader of both corporate as well as governmental projects and technical teams. For context, Doug brilliantly  shares some of his major projects in Appendix A of the book.

Secondly, I am now even more impressed with Doug’s ingenuity as an accomplished author. In this book, his craftiness to capture, share, and analyze the essence of what developmental experts now call Workplace Intelligence, as it relates to today’s Tech workplace and development environments, is mystifying. 

By Workplace Intelligence, I am referring to the comprehensive framework of cognitive, emotional, social, cultural, and political insights essential for navigating complex professional environments, as well as for thriving in modern work settings filled with challenging personalities, surprising motives, and leaders of many different flavors.

In  this regard, within “Successfully Leading Project and Technical Teams” Doug has packed a huge amount of workplace intelligence and more into what is also a fun, enjoyable and meaningful read. 

Well, Mr. Russell. Your new book clearly meets and exceeds your vision. From my view, “Successfully Leading Project and Technical Teams”  is a ground breaking literary accomplishment, and I am sure the readers of your new book will agree.

––––––––
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Ervin (Earl) Cobb is a retired corporate executive and the author of 18 published books and over 100 articles, including “The Official Leadership Checklist and Diary for Project Management Professionals” and “Driving Ultimate Project Performance: Transforming from Project Manager to Project Leader.” 
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WHY THIS BOOK MIGHT BE FOR YOU
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Leaders aren't born; they are made. And they are made just like anything else—through hard work.

—Vince Lombardi, football coach







This book is meant for two main groups. First, leaders of creative technical teams down in the trenches of the organization, be they frustrated long timers or new leaders, struggling against the forces arrayed against them. Second, the students in university technical programs, be they engineering, computer science, or physics students, who someday will lead or work on technical teams.

I have heard from so many people over my thirty-five year career just how terrible the management/leadership is in their organizations. I am convinced many of the senior managers are not aware of just how destructive and demotivating their leadership actually is. That’s why this book exists.

Typically, leadership jobs in tech are the reward of being good at your technical job. But doing your job well certainly does not automatically make you a good leader. And that’s the rub.

Many senior tech managers think leadership is just telling people what to do, that controlling them is all that is necessary. This might work in certain combat situations, but is exactly the wrong idea on how to lead creative people.

I started out that way, as a micromanaging and controlling engineer.  The same may apply to you. But ultimately, I became something very different, a leader who was appreciated by those he helped and someone who could improve business results. You can learn to do the same.

In truth, only the team itself grants you the role of leader. Otherwise, you are just one of various forms of irritation. Someone may be called the manager or leader, but if they don’t learn to act as leaders, their teams will never truly follow them.

Over the years I have observed the same bad management behaviors over and over again. I’ve come to the conclusion that a lot of these actions are taken because nothing else occurred to them at the time. On a moment-to-moment basis almost everyone (there are always a few exceptions) tries to do the right thing.

But they often haven’t been trained or informed with ideas that help them actually lead, as opposed to telling others what to do. And they never observed anyone doing it right. I’ll show you how.

Maybe you feel a bit over your head trying to lead tech people. You know just telling them what to do isn’t right, but what other option is there? I am sure many of you already have the underlying skills needed to be effective leaders. This book will help you bring them out.

These skills are not widely taught. They certainly weren’t taught to me in my undergraduate EE program and there was just a bit in the top ten business school where I got my MBA. Outside of military officers, I’ve never run across anyone who was taught how to be a good leader.

I’ve worked with all sorts of teams, and while there will be examples from manufacturing and hardware teams, this book is meant mainly for leaders of tech development or design teams.

There are many improvement processes. They are all good processes and can be used to provide successful and profitable change. So why aren’t they more effective?

I believe something is missing. That something is someone explaining, with simple and real-world stories, how to actually be successful as a team leader, regardless of the improvement process being used. If that sounds interesting, then this book is for you.

I scan the business/leadership book shelves occasionally. The number of books on leadership is huge, and many of them are great books. But the findings are sparse for one particular type of business/leadership book. That is, books that show people how they can simply implement improvements down in the trenches where they work, with a set of values that enable them to lead as well as stories on pitfalls to watch out for along the way.  This book seeks to do just that.

Many of the books on the leadership shelves are high-level and written by non-engineers, people who weren’t present on the tech battlefield if you will.  Thus, the anecdotes are often not their own. In other words, they weren’t involved in the ongoing day-to-day process of making it happen. That’s where I come in. I’ve been there.

There is a seemingly endless list of courses you can take on the subject of leadership and leading teams, but when people actually go back to the workplace how many can successfully implement what they heard? When I search the internet, I consistently see failure rates in the 50-70% range.  I want to help you return to your workplace and implement those processes successfully.

I wrote this book to try to help anyone who finds themselves in a similar situation to mine when I started, in a leadership role wondering what to do next.

As simple as that. Let’s get started.
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PROLOGUE
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“Leadership sometimes means you need to look inside yourself for motivation and inspiration. Or you can find personal inspiration from someone who has been there, done that, and done it well.”—Jeff Haden, Inc. Magazine article

“A good leader needs to have a compass in his head and a bar of steel in his heart.”    —Robert Townsend, best-selling author and executive

Over my thirty-five plus year career I never had a team building or designing something that failed to meet its business goals. That’s right. Never.  See Appendix A for the list of major projects throughout my career, with the names changed to protect the innocent and so as not to get sued by the guilty.

I emphasize the word “business” because in the beginning, I didn’t always do well with the actual people I led. (“Zealot Failure” in Chapter 2 relates those events).

But I learned.  This book is meant to help you do the same. I want this book to be the most useful book ever written about effective leadership down in the trenches of an organization.

I led hardware engineering, software engineering, manufacturing, business, and project management teams in the semiconductor, defense, and software industries. I also taught the principles in this book as a consultant to a top State Farm Insurance agent and his team, a contact lens maker, an Iridium phone vendor, a defense software company, and a software start-up, among others.  

And I’ve used these techniques with middle school basketball teams, the toughest customers of all. In all, twenty and a half out of twenty-one notable projects were successful at meeting their stated organizational goals.

Along the way I was well rewarded for my efforts, but businesses—due to their essential natures—restricted the reach of my creativity. Before I left the steady paycheck world in 2008 to become a team leadership consultant, I tried out several ideas with large numbers of audiences in the corporate world.  

In 2011, the American Management Association published my first book, Succeeding in the Project Management Jungle: How to Manage the People Side of Projects.  The book hit #8 on the Amazon Project Management best-sellers list for about fifteen minutes. The broad impact needed to make a real difference did not materialize. As one client put it, “Your stuff is great one-on-one, but it’s a bit cerebral and came off kind of abstract in your (first) book.”

Over the years since my first book was published, I’ve further refined my ideas. I led an IEEE Engineering Management Society chapter; spoke to an engineering management convention at West Point, a State Farm Agents Sectional Meeting, chapters of IEEE, PMI, Rotary Club International, International Institute of Business Analysts; and taught team leadership to several small companies. 

Many people came up after my talks. Almost to a person they would say something like, “You must have worked in my company. It’s just like that there!” They poured out story after story of how bad their experiences had been inside technical teams.

Not surprising. After all, the overall global process-improvement market is projected by worldmetrics.org to reach $24.2 billion in 2025. 

That’s a lot of money and shows someone thinks things need improving!

The US, as the largest world economy, likely accounts for roughly between 35–40% of the process-improvement market; placing the U.S. total spending in the range of $8.5 – $10 billion annually.

Yet. Only 30–40% of technical projects fully meet their goals.

Why you ask? Well, here’s why.

	50% are challenged (partially meet objectives but overrun time/cost); and


	
“Only 10% of knowledge workers teams are high performing,” per Susan Lucia Annunzio, in her book Contagious Success.


This is staggeringly poor performance considering the stakes and effort involved. I believe these numbers.  It’s a mess out there. 

Over the years I often discussed the reactions of audiences and the poor project success rate with other people. Some were my peers. Others were my employees, my direct managers, layers above my direct manager, and other involved people.  A friend summed it up best at lunch one day.

He said: “People who get to be senior managers in engineering organizations inside tech companies share a lot of common traits. They almost always, of course, are engineers. Engineering school is hard and requires focus and problem-solving skills to excel. Most engineering students are thus quiet and hardworking. Generally, they don’t relate well to people. So, when they are eventually thrust into leadership roles, they don’t really know how to act. Or how to lead. And they make a lot of the same kinds of mistakes. Over and over and over again.”

I was able to help many teams and many individuals, but I’ve written this book to reach a broader audience of the people who need to know more about leading tech and other teams effectively.

This is a leadership book, not a project management book, although of course projects are central to everything I write. Leadership can be taught, if the person is interested.

Maybe some leaders are born—I couldn’t really say—but I know leadership can be learned. I’m living proof. I’m going to show you what I did to evolve into an effective leader, and how it can work for you.

I’ve been working off and on for several years on various formats and structures for this book. I’ve always felt Robert Townsend’s classic Up the Organization, with its structure of short, concise, funny, and on target stories was a great format for many of the same management issues that bothered, and continue to bother me, many years after Townsend’s book was first published.

This book has eighty-seven concise stories in three parts:

	
Leadership. What is effective leadership and what is poor leadership.


	
Culture. What constitutes a successful culture and how to implement it.


	
Process of Working with Management and Teams. How to successfully lead your teams, implement your own unique culture, and how to understand and work with the individuals on your teams and in your management.


I hope this book helps you to become the effective leader you can and want to be.
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PART ONE: LEADERSHIP
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This section is based on the question how can you successfully lead anything if you don’t know what leadership actually is? 

We define effective leadership vs poor leadership, and ask you to think about your personal viewpoint on leadership.

We build on that thinking with some experiences in my youth that influenced my ultimate leadership approach. These are to help you kick-start your thinking on leadership.

We explore what effective leaders and poor leaders think, say, and do. Then the importance of continuous learning follows and how change is necessary but must be structured properly as well as aligned to the team.

The section finishes up with the concept that much success is found in learning from failure. I share my biggest failure and what I learned from it. 

Many people have spoken on the importance of failure. My favorite quote is that of George Clooney, the famous actor, the nephew of Rosemary Clooney. Her rock star-like status made him feel small when he began acting. George Clooney said, "There's nothing you learn from success. You learn everything from failing, and fear of failing is what holds people back from doing anything.”
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CHAPTER ONE: LEADERSHIP – THE CONCEPT
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Leadership is the quality and character that determines the performance, the results.

—Frances Hesselbein, author, CEO, Girl Scouts of America and Chairman of the Peter Drucker Foundation







Leadership is influence; Leadership is empathy.  

—John C Maxwell, author, speaker, and pastor

Leadership is unlocking people’s potential to become better.  

—Bill Bradley, basketball player and author

Leadership is an action verb, and touches every aspect of our lives, our relationships, and our professions.  — Ervin (Earl) Cobb, CEO and author of seventeen best-selling books on leadership

––––––––
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In my experience few people understand leadership. Instead, most managers think their job is to control people. Over-control is the essence of what poor management is all about.

These types of managers think what I’m going to tell you in this book is “soft” stuff. They say, “Just tell ‘em what to do and make sure they do it! How hard that can be?” I’ve heard statements like this so many times.

Of course, effective leadership is not controlling and telling people what to do, and it is not doing their thinking for them. Instead, effective leadership enables teams to do their work better, quicker, and more unified as a unit.  This is especially true in creative work, such as software coding and engineering development.

There are thousands of books, hundreds of companies, and who knows how many executive coaches and training classes all trying to improve leadership. The specific actions needed to lead a platoon of soldiers versus those needed for a CEO’s staff are of course different (one size does not fit all) but there are things in common in leading all teams.

Fair enough, you say, but what is leadership? The four quotations at the beginning of this chapter work for me. You should come up with your own statement of what leadership is to you.

My personal definition is “Leadership is the ability to help a team meet its commitment to the organization, in such a way that the individuals and the team grow towards their personal and professional goals.”

To do this, think about what leadership means to you. Really give it some thought. Research quotes on the word leadership.  Maybe some or all of the quotes from the start of the chapter resonate with you. Maybe not. Read more about the authors of quotes you like and see where those threads take you.  
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How Leadership Feels
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Leadership starts with self. You must know yourself really well, know your emotional responses and the impact they're going to have, indirectly, on people.

—Shannon O’ Flaherty, healer and spiritual coach







Examine every word of Shannon O’ Flaherty’s statement above. Her quote lines up perfectly with my approach to leadership. 

Let’s break her quote down into three phrases: Know yourself; know your emotional responses; and know how they indirectly impact people. Think deeply about all three of those phrases and how they make you feel about leadership.

What follows are my attempt at explaining how leadership feels for me. The bullets focus on each of the three phrases.
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Know Yourself
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Leadership is Lonely.

—Kobe Bryant, 18-time All-Star basketball player

––––––––
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There is surprisingly little written about leadership being lonely and the impact that has on self.

	
High Pressure to perform and meet expectations. This is actually a desired state. I am a highly competitive person who has always been drawn to the stress of competition in sports and business. I automatically kept score in all our neighborhood games as a kid, searched the box scores in the newspaper to see how my favorite teams did, and was the first parent to yell “put up the points,” if the scorekeeper for our children’s schools’ teams forgot to do so.





I simply don’t get enough of an adrenaline rush if I am not striving for something difficult. Leadership may not be the right job for people who don’t like to compete. You decide if it’s right for you.



	
Peer Isolation. As a leader in the trenches, you have few peers. Senior management, above you, generally are just pushing for results and their next promotion. Your equals in other departments view you with suspicion as a competitor and a threat. The people under you are often trying to curry favor and some are looking for the opportunity to knock you off.  


	
Empathy Required. The ability to truly understand a situation from the other person’s viewpoint is empathy. As Dr. Joseph W. Walker, III says, “Empathy allows us to lead with compassion rather than condemnation.”  



I actually don’t care much for conflict, but feel a strong desire for the best outcome to be realized, and that the truth be identified. If you hate conflict and lack empathy, you better learn how to compensate or this issue may be a showstopper for you as a leader.





	
Second-guessing past decisions. This one can be tough, the so-called yips of leadership. Like the yips in golf, second guessing past decisions can hurt your confidence, lower your enthusiasm and overall energy level (your joie de vivre). This is why you need a bedrock set of standards, that is, a culture (See Part II) that you apply to every action you take and decision you make. It will give you solace when the day-to-day events and setbacks challenge you and will temper your exuberance when you succeed.
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Know Your Emotional Responses
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Conflict Management.  It’s a drag refereeing various team member’s “disputes” about issues that come up. Due to family dynamics, I learned at a very young age to see both sides of most situations and this certainly helped me to do the same as a leader.


	
Lack of Support.  In the business and tech world, a huge portion of many people’s emotional incentive at work comes from being part of a system, a group, a tribe. The type of change agent mindset that is required for an innovative leader means you will receive resistance—overt and covert—from many directions. This often feels like lack of support and can drain your energy level and positive outlook.


	
Social Affirmation. Famous football coach Knute Rockne said, “Leaders are like eagles, they don’t tend to flock.” It helps if you are confident in yourself, so that you don’t need much social affirmation. Fortunately, that was my situation. And you can learn to affirm yourself.  Having a loving spouse and family has also been a bedrock of support and comfort.
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