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Chapter 1: The First 90 Days

The Shift

Transitioning into the role of an engineering manager
is not merely a promotion; it represents a significant career
shift. In this new position, you will find that your
responsibilities extend beyond just being the technical expert; you
will now play a vital role in enabling and empowering the talented
individuals on your team. The criteria for success evolve during
this transition; instead of focusing exclusively on the quantity of
code produced, you must now prioritize how effectively your team
collaborates, learns, and develops professionally. This shift in
perspective is crucial, as it lays the groundwork for your future
interactions and establishes your leadership style. Embracing this
new mindset will not only benefit your team but also enhance your
own effectiveness as a leader.




The initial 90 days in this role are critical, as they
will largely determine whether you build trust and momentum or
struggle amid uncertainty. During this formative period, your
primary responsibilities will include stabilizing delivery
processes, establishing your credibility as a leader, and gaining a
deep understanding of the environment in which you are working. How
you navigate this timeframe will significantly influence your
team's perception of your leadership and their willingness to
collaborate with you moving forward. Therefore, it is essential to
approach these initial days with intentionality and a strategic
mindset, ensuring that your actions align with your long-term goals
and the needs of your team.

Phase 1 – Days 0–30: Listen, Map, and Observe







1. Understand the System Before Changing It

Dedicate your first month to the role of a
cartographer, where your primary task is to map the actual flow of
work within your team. This mapping process involves identifying
who makes decisions, recognizing the bottlenecks that hinder timely
delivery, and pinpointing areas where team morale may be lacking.
To gather this valuable information, actively engage with your team
by consistently asking insightful questions. Questions such as,
"What’s our definition of 'done'?" and "How do we measure success?"
will prompt discussions that reveal the underlying dynamics of your
team's processes. By understanding these critical elements, you
will be able to begin formulating targeted improvements that will
greatly benefit the entire team.




It is essential to meticulously document all your
findings during this observational phase. While it may be tempting
to jump in and implement changes immediately based on your
observations, it is important to resist that urge. Instead, focus
on gathering comprehensive data that will inform your future
strategies for improvement. This approach ensures that any changes
you propose will be based on clear evidence, leading to more
effective enhancements for the team's workflow and overall
efficiency. Moreover, having well-documented insights will provide
a valuable reference point for future discussions and
decision-making.







2. Establish Psychological Safety

For an engineering team to truly thrive, it is vital
that every engineer feels they can express their thoughts and
concerns openly without fear of negative repercussions.
Establishing psychological safety is paramount, and one effective
way to achieve this is by demonstrating vulnerability early in your
leadership. Admitting what you do not know or showing that you are
open to learning fosters an environment where team members feel
more comfortable sharing their insights and challenges. Following
through on small commitments—such as promising to check on a
specific issue and providing feedback by the next day—helps build
trust over time. Remember, trust is cultivated through consistent
actions rather than relying solely on charisma, and this foundation
will empower your team to engage more openly.




3. Meet Your Partners

Building strong relationships with key partners within
your organization is essential for your success. Start by
connecting with your Product Manager to gain valuable insight into
the roadmap priorities and the expectations for delivery. Next,
arrange meetings with the Design Lead or Technical Project Manager
to clarify ownership boundaries and responsibilities within the
team. Additionally, it is crucial to take the time to meet with
your direct manager to ensure alignment on what success looks like
in your first quarter. Documenting these agreements in a simple,
accessible document will help create your First 90 Days Plan,
serving as a valuable reference point for your objectives and
commitments as you move forward.







Phase 2 – Days 31–60: Create Clarity and
Predictability

1. Define and Publish Team Charter

Developing a one-page living document that serves as
the team's charter is an important step in clarifying your team's
mission and goals. This charter should address fundamental
questions such as why the team exists, what outcomes it is
accountable for, and how it operates on a daily basis. This
document should be a collaborative effort, inviting input from your
team members to refine and enhance it together. By involving the
team in this process, you foster a sense of shared ownership, which
sets a positive tone for autonomy and accountability moving
forward. This charter will not only clarify the team's overarching
purpose but also provide a guiding framework for decision-making
and prioritization in future projects.




2. Introduce Lightweight Rituals

Rather than completely overhauling existing processes,
focus on standardizing essential team rituals that enhance
communication and collaboration among team members. Implementing a
Daily Stand-up that prioritizes discussing blockers rather than
merely engaging in status updates can promote more effective
problem-solving. Additionally, establishing a Weekly Sync to align
on priorities, decisions, and risks will ensure that everyone is on
the same page and working toward common goals. Incorporating a
regular Retro focused on continuous improvement—asking questions
like "What helped?" and "What hurt?"—will encourage a mindset of
learning and adaptation within the team. Maintaining a consistent
cadence for these rituals will create a sense of reliability,
helping to cultivate a calmer and more productive work
environment.







3. Baseline Delivery Metrics

Establishing a baseline of delivery metrics is crucial
not to evaluate performance harshly, but rather to facilitate
ongoing learning and improvement within the team. Start with simple
metrics that can provide valuable insights into the team's
efficiency. For example, metrics such as Lead Time for Changes,
Deployment Frequency, and Cycle Time can be obtained from tools
like GitHub, Continuous Integration logs, and Jira. Visualizing
these metrics in a dashboard, utilizing tools like Grafana or
Notion, will not only enhance visibility but also foster a culture
of observability within the team. Just as you would build
observability into a system, so too should you cultivate it within
your team dynamics, ensuring that everyone can track progress and
identify areas for improvement.




Phase 3 – Days 61–90: Deliver Impact and Enable
Others

1. Ship Something Meaningful

Select a single initiative that you can deliver from
start to finish—something small yet visibly impactful that can
enhance throughput or improve the developer experience. Examples of
such initiatives might include reducing build times by 30%,
automating the environment setup process, or cleaning up flaky
tests that hinder productivity. Successfully executing on this
initiative will not only demonstrate your capability as a leader
but also solidify your credibility with the team. Ensuring
visibility of this execution is crucial, as it reinforces the
notion that you are actively contributing to the team's success and
are invested in their accomplishments.







2. Launch Growth Conversations

Initiate one-on-one conversations focused explicitly
on career goals and aspirations for each team member. During these
discussions, ask your team members thought-provoking questions such
as, "Where do you want to be a year from now, and what skills do
you need to get there?" This approach encourages them to reflect
critically on their development and the steps necessary to achieve
their objectives. By creating small learning commitments—whether
through mentorship opportunities, pairing with others, or taking
ownership of documentation—you empower your engineers to take
charge of their growth. This empowerment not only benefits their
individual growth but also amplifies your effectiveness as a
manager, creating a more engaged and motivated team.




3. Introduce Mechanisms, Not Meetings

Focus on establishing simple, reusable feedback loops
rather than overwhelming your team with unnecessary meetings.
Implement a Bug Bar that involves a rotating weekly review of the
top three production issues, which promotes accountability and
proactive problem resolution among team members. Additionally,
consider holding a monthly Tech Debt Triage session that lasts 30
minutes, allowing the team to evaluate whether to refactor, retire,
or ignore existing technical debt. Lastly, introducing Demo Fridays
can celebrate the tangible value delivered rather than merely
showcasing slides. These mechanisms are designed to promote a
culture of continuous improvement and accountability, ensuring that
they endure beyond any single manager's tenure and become integral
to the team's workflow.







Your 90-Day Dashboard (Example)

AreaGoalMetric /
ArtifactTargetDelivery PredictabilityRestore sprint
predictabilityPlanned vs Delivered Work %≥ 80 %Team HealthIncrease
engagementeNPS / pulse survey+10 pts QoQOperational ExcellenceTrack
change reliabilityChange Failure Rate (CFR)< 15 %Developer
ExperienceReduce frictionBuild Time− 25 %Stakeholder TrustAlign on
outcomesWBR / Quarterly ReviewOn-time, no surprises




The End of the First 90 Days

Congratulations! You have successfully transitioned
from being a new manager to becoming a trusted operator within your
team. By this point, your team should have a clear understanding of
what they are accountable for, how success is measured, and that
you are a manager who listens, delivers, and protects their focus.
Moving forward, the subsequent chapters will delve deeper into the
essential elements of building team culture, establishing
performance systems, and engineering for reliability. These pillars
are vital for transforming initial traction into lasting
excellence, effectively setting the stage for future success.

Chapter 2: Building Team Culture and Psychological
Safety

“Culture isn’t what you say, it’s
what you tolerate.”







1. Culture Starts With You

As an Engineering Manager, your behavior is the
defining factor of the culture within your team, far more
influential than any all-hands meeting or mission statement could
ever be. If you frequently interrupt others during conversations,
your team will inevitably adopt similar habits. Conversely, if you
tend to avoid conflict, your team will likely mirror that behavior
as well. On the other hand, if you consistently take accountability
for your actions and decisions, your team will begin to follow suit
and emulate that level of responsibility. This modeling of behavior
is essential, as culture is largely shaped through observation
rather than documentation. Your consistent actions, rather than
merely your charisma, will ultimately determine whether your team
thrives or merely survives.




2. What Psychological Safety Really Means

Psychological safety is not simply about being nice;
it involves creating an environment where individuals feel secure
in expressing their honest opinions. When engineers can openly
state, “I think this is a bad idea,” or admit, “I made a mistake,”
without the fear of being blamed, the team benefits from higher
quality decisions, fewer silent errors, and accelerated learning
cycles. Amy Edmondson, who originated the term, succinctly defines
psychological safety as follows:


“A belief that one will not be punished or humiliated
for speaking up with ideas, questions, concerns, or mistakes.”









For engineering teams, this belief is akin to oxygen;
without it, the team risks suffocating in silence, leading to
missed deadlines, hidden bugs, and unexpressed tensions that can
ultimately undermine team performance.

3. The Manager’s Playbook for Building Safety




3.1 Create Reliability Through Rituals

Predictability is a cornerstone of calmness within a
team and plays a crucial role in fostering a positive work
environment. To nurture this predictability, it is important to
maintain consistent one-on-ones, sprint reviews, and
retrospectives—never cancel them for seemingly more important
meetings. These rituals serve as psychological scaffolding for
trust, as they provide a structured environment where team members
know where to bring issues, how decisions are made, and what
success looks like. Even a mediocre ritual performed consistently
can be more beneficial than a perfect one that occurs sporadically.
Establishing these rituals is key to building a reliable and
trusting team environment, ultimately fostering a culture of
openness and collaboration.







3.2 Model Vulnerability

When you openly admit your uncertainties or mistakes,
you invite honesty and transparency from your team members. Use
phrases such as, “I’m not sure; what do you think?” or “That
decision didn’t turn out as expected—here’s what I learned.” By
sharing your own vulnerabilities and acknowledging your mistakes,
you create a culture where team members feel safe to do the same.
Engineers are likely to mirror your behaviors, and demonstrating
vulnerability is a powerful shortcut to fostering authenticity
within the team. This practice not only strengthens relationships
but also encourages a more open and innovative atmosphere where
everyone feels valued.




3.3 Protect Focus Like a Shield

Safety and productivity within the team diminish when
engineers feel overwhelmed by chaos and distractions. As a manager,
it is your responsibility to protect their time and focus by
deflecting random requests and creating limits on work in progress.
By blocking out dedicated time for deep work, you send a clear
message that their craft is valued and respected. Each time you
defend their focus, you reinforce the idea that meaningful work is
essential in your team’s culture. This protection not only enhances
productivity but also contributes to a more positive work
environment where team members can thrive.







3.4 Give Feedback Fast, Fair, and Forward

Timely feedback is crucial; feedback that is delayed
can often feel like feedback denied and can hinder team progress.
Adopt the Fast-Fair-Forward approach to ensure that feedback is
delivered promptly and constructively. The “Fast” component
emphasizes delivering feedback within days rather than weeks,
ensuring that issues are addressed in a timely manner. “Fair” means
your feedback should focus on observable behaviors rather than
assumptions about intent, fostering a culture of transparency.
Finally, the “Forward” aspect encourages concluding with
constructive suggestions on how to improve. For example, you might
say, “In yesterday’s review, you interrupted twice while others
were speaking. Let’s ensure everyone has a chance to contribute
before jumping in. Your insights are valuable—let’s space them
out.” Small, consistent feedback loops create a sense of clarity
and safety among team members, ultimately driving continuous
improvement.




3.5 Reward Transparency, Not Heroics

When a team member proactively raises a production
issue at an early stage, it is crucial to recognize and praise
their initiative—even if addressing the situation may cause some
inconvenience at the moment. Acknowledgment of such transparency
encourages a culture of openness and accountability. On the
contrary, if a team member conceals a risk until the last possible
moment and manages to resolve it, it is an opportunity for coaching
rather than punishment. Regardless of the eventual positive
outcome, it is important to reinforce the idea that transparency
and honesty are far more valuable than simply maintaining a façade
of success. Your responses in these situations will profoundly
influence the team's culture, often more than any mission statement
or values poster displayed in the workspace.







4. The Cultural Flywheel

Culture within an organization often exhibits a
compounding effect, operating similarly to a feedback loop. When
teams cultivate an environment of psychological safety, it leads to
greater honesty, which in turn fosters a culture of learning and
improvement. This cycle of safety and openness facilitates
self-correction among team members as they become more comfortable
providing feedback to each other, often before issues escalate to
management. As a result, regular stand-up meetings become more
transparent, and retrospectives evolve into authentic discussions
that genuinely reflect the team’s experiences. At this stage, your
role evolves from a traditional manager who micromanages behaviors
to a leader who creates and nurtures an environment that empowers
team members to manage themselves.




5. Measuring Team Health







Though culture may initially appear to be an abstract
concept, it can be quantified and assessed just as effectively as
any service or product. By establishing specific metrics, you can
gain valuable insights into the overall health of your team's
culture. For instance, the participation rate in retrospectives can
serve as an indicator of psychological safety, while the depth of
conversations during one-on-one meetings can reflect the levels of
trust within the team. Additionally, tracking the ratio of
discussions focused on root causes versus those aimed at placing
blame can reveal insights into the team's learning culture. Other
metrics, such as team churn rates and results from engagement
surveys, can help identify signs of potential burnout or
misalignment. It is essential to understand that fostering a
positive culture does not mean eliminating all tension; rather, it
involves creating a constructive environment where challenges can
be openly addressed.




6. Rituals That Reinforce Safety








	
Weekly Wins: Conclude your Friday
stand-up meetings with a round where each team member shares “one
win from this week.” This ritual helps to cultivate a sense of
positivity and boosts team morale, reinforcing the value of
celebrating achievements, no matter how small.

	
Retro Round Robin: During
retrospectives, encourage each team member to express one “thank
you” and one “friction point.” This practice not only promotes
appreciation among colleagues but also fosters constructive
feedback, creating a more collaborative team environment.

	
Failure Fridays: Dedicate a session
each month for team members to share a mistake they made and the
lessons learned from it. This initiative sets a powerful example of
openness and vulnerability, contributing to a culture where
mistakes are viewed as opportunities for growth rather than
failures to be hidden.







	
Code Review Kudos: Recognize thoughtful
code reviews during team meetings to highlight the effort put into
maintaining quality, rather than solely acknowledging completed
merges. This encourages a culture of quality and diligence in code
practices.

	
Tech Debt Trello: Establish a public
board for improvement ideas that all team members can access. This
promotes a guilt-free environment for suggesting enhancements,
fostering open communication and collaboration around continuous
improvement.



Over time, these rituals will help embed honesty as a
fundamental habit within the team, creating a culture where
transparency is the norm.







7. Your Role as a Cultural Engineer

As a manager, your responsibilities extend far beyond
merely overseeing tasks and timelines; you are actively involved in
engineering the social system that underpins your organization's
success. Every communication on platforms like Slack, each stand-up
meeting, and every decision you make either contributes to or
detracts from the level of trust that exists within your team. It
is essential to keep in mind your guiding question:


“Am I creating an environment where truth travels
faster than problems?”



If the answer to this question is affirmative, you are
on a promising path toward cultivating a team that excels not only
in delivering results but also in maintaining those high standards
even during periods of change and uncertainty.




Chapter Summary: The Cultural Stack

LayerFocusOutcomeReliabilityRituals &
clarityPredictabilityVulnerabilityManager
modelingHonestyFocusPrioritization &
protectionCalmFeedbackFast, fair, forwardGrowthRecognitionReward
truth over opticsTrust

In the following chapter, we will delve into Chapter 3
– Operational Excellence: Building Systems of Delivery. This
section will explore the critical intersection between culture and
execution, where we will translate these softer, human-centric
elements into tangible processes, dashboards, and review mechanisms
that help to quantify and measure the performance of a
high-functioning team.

Chapter 3: Operational Excellence – Building Systems
of Delivery

“What you can’t see, you can’t
steer.”







1. The Manager’s Core Responsibility: Predictable
Outcomes

As an Engineering Manager, your most significant
contribution transcends the act of writing code; it lies in your
ability to construct a system that consistently delivers results.
Achieving operational excellence requires that your team is not
only capable of shipping their work on time but also able to
recognize when they are deviating from their goals and learn more
rapidly than they fail. This necessitates designing repeatable
loops that effectively integrate planning, execution, and learning,
ultimately creating a sustainable operating system for your
team.

2. The Anatomy of a Delivery System

A robust delivery system is composed of five essential
subsystems, each fulfilling a vital role in the overall
workflow:




SubsystemPurposeKey
MechanismsPlanningAlign work to outcomesSprint planning,
OKRs, roadmapExecutionTransform intent into
shipped valueStand-ups, code reviews, CI/CDMeasurementMake performance visibleDashboards, DORA
metricsFeedbackLearn and
adaptRetrospectives, postmortemsImprovementContinuously raise the barProcess reviews,
automation backlog

Each of these subsystems is interconnected, and
neglecting even one can jeopardize the entire framework of
predictability. Therefore, it is crucial to ensure that all
subsystems are operating at their highest potential to maintain the
overall performance of the team.







3. Designing for Predictability

Achieving predictability is not synonymous with
imposing bureaucratic processes; rather, it emphasizes the
importance of clarity in workflow. To enhance predictability, you
should begin by clearly defining the boundaries of different types
of work:




3.1 Define Work Boundaries

It is essential to clearly distinguish among various
types of work: Committed Work, which consists of tasks scheduled
for the current sprint or quarter; Unplanned Work, which involves
interruptions, incidents, and escalations; and Improvement Work,
which focuses on efforts aimed at automation and minimizing
technical debt. By tracking these categories as separate swimlanes
in tools like Jira or Linear, high-performing teams can maintain
clear visibility into how their time is allocated. This
understanding of time management is crucial for optimizing
productivity and ensuring that resources are used effectively.







