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Maria Duthoit has spent over twenty years helping people and businesses grow – as a business leader, coach and author. She first became a manager at twenty-three and has since led a wide range of teams – from frontline client service teams to senior project groups spanning multiple countries.


Maria spent nearly a decade at Google, where she led international sales teams managing some of the company’s largest clients – delivering ambitious commercial results while building strong, human-centred partnerships. Before that, she spent a decade at global advertising agencies like BBDO, Leo Burnett and McCann Erickson, helping international brands grow in emerging markets.


Today, Maria is Managing Partner at Catalyst, where she supports leaders and their teams through executive coaching, training and commercial strategy. She is a certified coach and holds an Executive MBA from HEC Paris. Her work is grounded in a clear strategic lens and a deep understanding of people – helping teams reach the next level, leaders find their voice and organisations get unstuck. Maria cares deeply about women’s leadership and supports female managers and executives, helping them overcome self-doubt and grow into confident, authentic leaders.


She is the author of The Work Smarter Guide to Sales (2024). This is her second book – written for anyone stepping into management, or still finding their footing in the role.
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‘This book is the perfect starting point for new managers. It gives you a clear view of the landscape – and helps focus on what matters most. With warmth and encouragement, it helps you become aware of your new role, understand yourself better and shine a light on the questions and challenges you hadn’t yet seen. A thoughtful, motivating guide to moving from “I don’t know what I don’t know” to a place of curiosity, clarity and growth. Highly recommended’


Maxim Braverman, Managing Director at Google Middle East and Northern Africa


‘A brilliant guide for your first steps into management – honest, practical and written with warmth and a light touch. Most of us learn to lead others the hard way. This book helps turn that first experience into a strong foundation to build on – not a painful lesson to recover from. What makes this book especially relatable is how the author weaves in her early experiences with gentle humour – offering real-life examples that stay with you. Grounded in real human dynamics and refreshingly free of generic leadership advice, it offers the clarity, tools and support I wish every new manager had’


Anastasia Mikhalina, Global Talent Acquisition Director at L’Oreal


‘A practical playbook for new leaders. From “setting OKRs” to “addressing limiting beliefs”, powerful frameworks that I personally discovered first-hand at Google and Meta over the years are reintroduced. And rightly so! Highly recommended’


Clement Schvartz, Country Managing Director Europe, Board Member at Pinterest


‘“The brain is like a muscle,” as Maria Duthoit accurately says, and her book is the perfect training programme for it. Read it and become the manager you’ll enjoy being – and win!’


Benoit Cacheux, Global Chief Digital Officer at Zenith, Publicis Group


‘I wish I had come across this book twenty years ago – when I first became a manager. It captures the key challenge of transitioning from expert to leader with clarity and depth. What makes it especially valuable is its holistic approach: it addresses not only the mindset shift but also offers a wealth of practical, down-toearth tools for managing yourself and your team through this transition. This book helps avoid the common pitfalls of early leadership, inspiring a more conscious, thoughtful path into management. A truly timely and much-needed guide’


Evgeniya Brodskaya, Director of Ecosystem at Google


‘If you start your managerial journey, this book is a must! You will find priceless advice, practical exercises, concrete examples, but also common mistakes and traps that may hold you back. It’s well written, very easy to read and superbly helpful. Thank you, Maria Duthoit, for sharing your experience and your thoughts with generosity and grace’


Marc Beretta, Academic Director of Executive Programs, 
Affiliate Professor at HEC Paris, MCC (ICF), Certified Master Coach


‘In a world full of leadership advice, this book gives new managers what they actuallyneed: practicaltools, clarity of vision and the courage to lead their own way’


David Ponzo, Chief Commercial Officer at Louis Vuitton
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Introduction



During World War II, American troops set up bases on Pacific islands, flying in humanitarian aid for the local population. Once the war ended, the aid programme was discontinued. The Americans left and the islanders never really understood whether they should expect more food and clothing. After waiting some time, they decided to take action: they built makeshift air traffic control towers, cleared runways and even built wooden aeroplanes. They reasoned that if they re-enacted everything that had preceded the arrival of the supplies, then the cargo would surely appear again.


Poor, naive islanders. When I was a young manager seeking my own path, this was the most valuable story I heard. The story illustrates ‘cargo cult thinking’ – the belief that performing certain rituals and recreating the conditions which led to something good happening in the past will generate the same results in the future.


Yet, this same way of thinking plays out every day in countless organisations around the world. Managers in large corporations follow scripts and formulas, consult corporate playbooks, hold meetings with their subordinates and fill out evaluation forms. Managers in small businesses copy the ‘best practices’ of big corporations, replicate strategies and tactics and introduce corporate jargon to make everything sound more important to their own teams. Then everyone waits for success to arrive! But, more often than not, it doesn’t arrive, or what arrives is a partial win – a result good enough to feel safe, but far from what could have been achieved if boldness, clarity and intention had been put into action. A comfortably unimpressive result.


My own first day as a manager replicated cargo cult thinking exactly. I became a manager at twenty-three. On a Friday evening, my boss told me I was being promoted to group head. On Monday I met two friendly people from another department, looking at me with warm curiosity – my new team. That’s when I froze: I had absolutely no idea what to talk about or what to ask but I quickly reasoned to myself that bosses usually organise meetings and give people tasks. So I immediately set up a team meeting. Of course, it turned out to be completely useless and chaotic, as I tried to ask questions and collect ideas, all while battling inner panic. My team began to give me strange looks. I was so stressed that I even mixed up their names at the end. A total disaster.


Imitating actions, trying to formally reproduce what’s been observed, overheard or created before, is a perfectly natural human reaction in an unfamiliar and confusing situation. How many times have we all heard that often-quoted piece of advice, ‘fake it till you make it’? Maybe sometimes that tactic does work. But definitely not in people management. To be fair, you can find cargo cult practitioners even in the highest echelons of corporate power. Occasionally, people manage to build quite a substantial career by continually encouraging their teams to build wooden planes and wait for success and recognition. But usually, it’s perfectly obvious to those around them what they’re doing, and such leaders go down in history as buzzword merchants.


So where do the origins of this behaviour lie? Simple. In most cases, new managers don’t receive any training or support. Research by the Chartered Management Institute in 2023 showed that four out of five managers fall into this category. Left to sink or swim, new managers face high stress, limited time and no proper training – all of which inevitably leads to a poorly considered and superficial approach to their work. The best you can hope for is mediocrity of performance and a disappointed team. Crucially, it also causes the new manager to start disliking this most wonderful aspect of their job – managing people.


Often, new managers are former specialists who excelled in their field and loved what they did. Becoming a manager without any support or understanding of the true nature of this new role, they continue to love everything related to their specialist skills – where they feel most comfortable – and either dislike or avoid anything to do with the new people-management aspects of the role. In my coaching practice, I’ve often come across such avoidant behaviour: my clients admit that they’re intimidated by difficult conversations, by the need to motivate people and by finding the time to fill in performance forms. (One of my clients even exclaimed in frustration, ‘If only I could keep the same resources but outsource the team management part, my life would be so much better!’)


I totally understand where they’re coming from, but, I have to admit, it always makes me sad to hear statements like that. Over twenty years in management, I’ve experienced the full spectrum of emotions about this job. Yet I firmly believe that once you grasp its essence, you can find immense joy in it: the process itself, the fruits of working together and the way your team and you evolve through interacting with each other.


This book is for those who are now at the beginning of their managerial journey. There’s an incredible amount of information around us that, in theory, could help a novice manager. Management and leadership are clearly at the top of the list when it comes to sheer variety of content: from inch-thick academic sociology papers to pithy quotations on leadership. But which part of it is going to help you step into a new role right now?


In this book, I’ve prepared five missions for you. Each one will help you figure out what’s important and what’s not so important, where your influence lies and what’s better left to others; how to discover your inner ‘anchors’ – those principles and values that keep you grounded, and define a clear sense of purpose, for yourself and your team. We’ll talk about owning the change from individual contributor to manager, handling difficult conversations, growing people, building a team and stepping up to a new level of complexity in the company. I’ve chosen these five areas because, throughout my career, I’ve seen them emerge again and again as critical for new managers. I’ve managed customer service teams in international advertising agencies like BBDO, Leo Burnett and McCann Erickson; spent a decade at Google leading multiple commercial teams across markets and industries; and worked as a coach with managers of all levels – from first-time team leads to senior leaders in global organisations. These missions reflect the patterns I’ve observed, the challenges I’ve faced myself, and the tools I’ve seen make a lasting difference.


As we go through these five missions, we’ll discuss both WHAT matters and HOW to implement it, so you can think it all through and create your own unique style. I hope this book will be a good starting point for building your awareness as a leader and, possibly, be the beginning of your love affair with managing people.










MISSION 1:



Survive the identity crisis


From my experience, the hardest thing a new manager faces in the early days of their new role isn’t the increased workload, the different tasks or even the new level of responsibility. Although all of these are undoubtedly significant changes in day-to-day work, the most difficult part is a new understanding of oneself. The familiar confidence – the one that came from feeling capable, respected, and fully in control in the expert role – fades, giving way to questions instead: Who am I now? What can I offer my team and the company as a whole? How can I once again feel like I’m standing firmly on my own two feet?


This period could quite fittingly be called a crisis of identity, and I often compare the feelings and experiences of a new manager to the metamorphosis of Alice in Lewis Carroll’s story. Her dialogue with the Caterpillar captures the depth of her confusion:




‘Who are you?’ said the Caterpillar.


This was not an encouraging opening for a conversation. Alice replied, rather shyly, ‘I – I hardly know, sir, just at present – at least I know who I was when I got up this morning, but I think I must have been changed several times since then.’


‘What do you mean by that?’ said the Caterpillar sternly. ‘Explain yourself!’


‘I’m afraid I can’t explain myself, sir,’ said Alice, ‘because I’m not myself, you see.’


‘I don’t see,’ said the Caterpillar.


‘I’m afraid I can’t put itmore clearly,’ Alice replied very politely, ‘for I can’t understand it myself to begin with; and being so many different sizes in a day is very confusing.’





This analogy first came to me while working with my client Anna, who described her feelings in a remarkably similar way. Although she had been leading a team of seven people for over a year, she still struggled to find her internal ‘balance point’. She shared how her perception of herself could change drastically, even within a single day. While talking with her team or holding meetings as the head of the department, she felt like an important boss, a key decision-maker, as someone shaping destinies. Yet, the moment she attended a meeting with her own manager or joined a group session with senior leadership, she felt more like a little girl who had been placed in charge by mistake and was about to be exposed at any moment. Many people suffer from similar emotions – it’s called ‘imposter syndrome’.


The turning point that led her to seek coaching was some unexpected feedback she received from her manager during her annual review. At the end of their conversation, he said, ‘Listen, I can see how much effort you’re putting in. But you need to understand, there’s no need to keep proving to everyone that you deserve this role. You’re already in it, and that’s a fact.’


However supportive the intent behind her manager’s comment may have been, it didn’t resolve the most critical question: how do you change your internal perspective? How do you transition from one state to another and feel firmly established in your new role?


No matter what kind of transition, transformation or adaptation we talk about, it’s impossible to make the leap instantly by simply deciding to, or just by listening to a podcast on the subject. Psychologists have long studied how people adjust to new roles and identities. The research shows that change always happens in stages – some of them quite uncertain and uncomfortable – before you reach a sense of stability and confidence in your new role.


In my observation, not all new managers experience the transition as deeply or as reflectively as my client, Anna. Sometimes blind spots and insecurities are successfully masked by psychological defences – in which case all that surfaces is stress, discomfort or even a show of bravado: ‘If I’m in this position now, it means I’m special, chosen – the smartest, and invulnerable.’ Over time, though, this stance usually backfires. A lack of humility makes it hard to listen, and sooner or later, reality responds: a project fails, the team pushes back, or feedback from above is less glowing than expected. And when it does, the fall is much harder – because it wasn’t just a mistake, it was a mistake made in complete confidence. Sometimes, though, there is no loud fall – just a slow slide into unawareness. The manager keeps copying what they think leadership looks like, convinced they’re doing it right. Eventually, they become a lifelong follower of the ‘cargo cult’.


If, like Anna, you feel lost and unsettled during this period, I urge you to treat yourself with patience and compassion – just as you would a close friend going through a challenging period of change.


One stage of the transformation follows another, and you need time to live through each of them: from the euphoria of promotion, to the crisis of realising the scale of the change, adapting to it and finding your own way. And finally, the stage of settling in to your new role. What’s important is that every psychological model of transition describes the final point as a confident affirmation in the new state – which means a happy ending is inevitable.


Let’s look at what significantly eases the transformation, making it more meaningful and conscious. Something that will help you become more proactive and influential in shaping your life, even during challenging times.


Over the years, I’ve seen what works – and what doesn’t – both from my own experience and from working with new managers. Here are the points to help you get through those important first three to six months in your role. These first months are crucial. If you spend your time on the wrong things or you don’t fully understand the core of your role, you’ll create problems that only grow bigger with time.


Answer the question: Why am I here?


At first, your role might seem pretty straightforward – the title says it all, right? What could possibly be complex about the tasks of a Head of Sales, an Analytics Manager or a Customer Support Lead? And yet, reality is full of nuances – and it’s your call to explore them all.


Job descriptions often just list tasks and duties but they rarely tell you the whole story: what’s your team actually doing to help the organisation hit its main goals? How can this be measured? Which dimensions does this measurement include? Another, less broad but equally critical question, is this: what is expected of you right now, considering the current context in which your team operates? Perhaps your immediate task is to handle a crisis or to rebuild a close-knit team after mistakes made by a previous manager. The quicker you know, the better.


Start by talking to your own manager. What’s expected of you? What does success actually look like? How precisely will your success be assessed, beyond the standard metrics? What is the biggest challenge of your role? How is your department perceived within the company?


If your manager hasn’t clearly defined what they expect, treat this as a carte blanche – an opportunity to set your own goals, ones that are specific and easy to measure. Above all, I urge you: never agree to ambiguous goals or generalised statements.
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