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What people are saying about
 The Beginner’s Guide to Managing

Mikil has done a remarkable job of creating a simple and actionable blueprint to guide new managers. It is very well written with easily relatable examples and common sense advice. I would recommend The Beginner’s Guide to Managing to everyone moving into their first management role.


Brian Moyer, President & CEO, Greater Nashville Technology Council


Nothing replaces experience as a teacher. But Mikil Taylor’s new book comes very close. In these pages you’ll find the answers derived from his own personal experience as a new manager as he learned from others and from his own mistakes along the way. Leading others is a challenging and even scary undertaking but with Mikil’s wisdom from these pages you can shortcut your own path and save yourself plenty of struggle along the way. Dive in and get better faster!


Andy Bailey, Founder, Petra Coach, and Author of No Try Only Do


The Beginner’s Guide to Managing is a thoughtful analysis for first-time managers. My first time managing a technical group in healthcare was at a Fortune 50 corporation. People often referred to the «Peter Principle» in our company. I was bound and determined not to show my incompetence. Fortunately for me, I had an excellent mentor who guided my path through a structured process while I learned on the job. The Beginner’s Guide to Managing will help new managers avoid many pitfalls new managers experience.


J. Tod Fetherling, Author and Speaker, CEO, Perception Health


Mikil’s innate generosity shines through in this guide for managers. He begins with the need to treat your team with love and that foundation continues throughout each chapter. Even if you’ve been a manager for many years, this book will raise your game.


Jeffrey Rice, MD, JD, Founder and Executive Chairman, Healthcare Bluebook


Novice technical managers should definitely read this!


Fred Trotter, CTO, CareSet Labs


The Beginner’s Guide to Managing is a must read for anyone looking for a refreshing, simple, and actionable guide to the fundamentals of leadership. Mikil is a unique new voice in the world of Business Management theory; a voice that will benefit those new to leadership grappling with their role, or those with years of experience looking to refresh their approach.


John M. Anderson, Partner, Resource Communications Group, and Co-creator of the Nashville Technology Council - Emerging Leader in Technology and Engineering (ELITE) Program


Every good book needs to be impactful. Mikil’s book brings managing people into focus by allowing new managers to use his experience and insight to learn fewer lessons the hard way. It also allows them to focus on some of the big questions every manager has to decide about their management style. This book is required reading for all new managers in my company.


Charlie Yielding, CEO, G Squared Wireless


The Beginner’s Guide to Managing provides an in depth guide to get new team leaders up to speed in all aspects of their new role. This handy primer will save years of pain and suffering of learning how to manage a team via trial and error. This indispensable book covers the gamut of leadership topics; managing your team, managing your bosses, and managing yourself. While most leadership books focus myopically on managing your team, Mikil touches all bases of a leader’s job, including figuring out what work should be prioritized to begin with.


Brian Johnson, Co-Founder, DonorBureau, LLC


Honest, vulnerable, direct and hugely valuable – all describe the author, as well as his latest gift for first-time managers. If you find yourself dropped on the Island of New Managers, this is your survival kit – portable, water-proof, capable of starting a fire and securing food for you and your team. In short, everything you need (and nothing you don’t) to survive your first 90 days on The Island of New Managers – and ultimately, thrive.


Michael O’Neil, Sheepdog, Healthcare Bluebook


Mikil’s book is impressive and refreshing, packing a lot of timely information into a succinct and quick read. While the title accurately suggests this is a book for beginning managers, it also has key principles that are relevant at any stage. While it targets the manager, this book has timeless lessons for aspirational and seasoned leaders. As I near four decades of my professional journey, I found key words of wisdom that help me continue to grow in my leadership journey.


Andy Flatt, SVP/CIO, National Healthcare Corp, 36 Year Healthcare and Technology Executive
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Introduction

Like many first-time managers, my introduction to my role was a disaster.


The decision to promote me to a manager was logical, well-considered, and maybe even overdue. I had been at my company for over four years, working my way up from a junior analyst to become a critical linchpin of not only the team, but to hear my boss describe it, the entire company. I had trained most of the team members, and already functioned as an effective team lead. I was ready to go.


Within three months, half my team had left and I was scrambling for answers.


Many missteps later, I became an effective manager of an award-winning team. Am I perfect, or do I make the right decisions all the time? Absolutely not! A fantastic week still contains multiple mistakes and decisions I’d make differently in hindsight. But I believe that I can help you avoid some of the mistakes I made during my early time as a manager.


According to Harvard Business Review, 85% of first-time managers believe they were not given the support and training they needed as a first-time manager. This book is aimed squarely at those ambitious men and women who want to take the solution into their own hands, but don’t know the right tools to use.


I prefer short, direct, practical guides instead of windy articles filled with theory about how “the world of work is changing.” The best way to become a good manager is to try to be a good manager, so this book will point you in the right direction and leave it to you to actually go and implement the suggestions and strategies. Reading this book and not taking action is just a waste of everyone’s time, so unless you’re committed to taking action, please put the book down and go do something more productive.


I’ll bet you’ve had a terrible boss in the past. Think about how they made you feel, and how coming into work day after day was close to self-inflicted torture. Those people were once first-time managers too. The only difference between them and you is that you recognize that you might be a terrible manager, and want to change.


Let’s dive in.








Chapter 1

 Managing With Love

I’ve lost half of you already. You’re probably flipping to the back cover of the book to double-check the synopsis. Seeing who the publisher is to see if it’s one of those “Christian” self-help books. Or maybe this is some kind of hippie thing?

Unfortunately, you’re stuck. You have the book already, either because you chose to buy it or because your boss told you to check it out. While you’re here, come along with me.

Why would I lead off a book with a piece about love, and what on earth does it have to do with managing people?

It’s because you’ve been tricked. You’ve probably started reading this book hoping for some strategies for how to successfully tell others what to do. This book isn’t about three easy steps to take your new team from dysfunctional to spectacular. It can’t teach you the magic words to make that one emotional person stop crying all the time or for that salesman to stop being a jerk to everyone. You won’t be able to cajole and threaten your team to behave, because this book is about you and your attitude. Instead of trying to change others, the point is to understand yourself.

In fact, I guarantee that you won’t learn anything from this book unless you internalize and truly believe this one sentence. Treat everyone with love.

Yes, I heard the record scratch in your head. To clarify, I am not talking about romancing all of your employees. Please, please, please don’t do that.

What I mean when I say love can also be referred to as brotherly love, empathy, kindness, caring, and a million other words.

When you ask someone a question, you’re concentrating on their answer, not your response.

When training someone, you’re concentrating on their growth and learning, not your lack of time.

When correcting behavior, you’re concentrating on their mindset, not your annoyance.

When celebrating an accomplishment, you’re concentrating on the growth they’ve shown, not how this will reflect on you.

When hiring or firing someone, you’re concentrating on their life goals and fit, not how this affects your job.

This is the mindset of successful leaders. If you want someone to follow you, you must first follow them.

Of course, just because this is an ideal mindset doesn’t mean it’s the only mindset. In fact, you can be successful without “managing with love,” and you probably already have some people in mind who were able to do this.

Don’t base your management style on their example. They took the easy way, and managed to succeed. What you don’t see are the hundreds of people who tried to manage the same way, but have failed and continue to fail.

This happens in life all the time. Some people manage to succeed without doing things ““the right way.” Some basketball players get to the NBA without passing to their teammates. Some investors make millions without properly accounting for risk. Some high school students get into Ivy League schools without working hard. Their success should not be taken as a lesson, because you don’t see the countless failures who took the same approach.

Remember too that you’re not just trying to reach this position. You’re trying to do well when you get there. Habits that you establish now will hang around and become part of your management style, so it’s worth the effort to make sure those habits are positive and not negative.

If you truly care about doing your job well, you want to know that your efforts have a good chance of success. You don’t coast along with “good enough.” When you take on a project, you take its success as a personal mission and its failure just as personally. You get things done, which is why you got promoted in the first place.

Becoming a manager for the first time is one of the most difficult transitions you’ll make in your career. Most of the skills and habits that made you qualified for the promotion are now irrelevant, and doubling down on them is counterproductive. If you are fantastic at finding bugs in code, you may be able to teach someone else how to do that, but you won’t automatically have the skills to manage that person. You need to learn new skills and habits, and successful implementation of those habits requires a team that has your back. If you want that, you have to first demonstrate that you have their backs, and that you care about them as people.

If you continually approach discussions with your team in a “me-focused” mindset, it will not be a secret. Even if the team can’t articulate it, they will understand how they feel about it. And if they know you’re only concerned with yourself, it’s really easy for them to disregard coaching, correction, and guidance, because if you don’t understand and love them, you can’t communicate effectively with them. If they disregard the most important things you tell them (and your coaching, correction, and guidance are thousands of times more important for an employee than task assignment), then you can’t expect a high-performing team. They must trust you.

As a manager, you are your team. If your team is successful, you will be successful. If they fail, you will fail, too. And no matter how hard you try, you cannot force a team to work better. Perversely, trying harder usually produces the opposite effect. You have to win your team to your vision and your priorities. If you can do that, then they will work for you, rather than against you.

And to do that, you have to treat everyone with love.

Now that you’ve read the first chapter, you’re released. You can stop, tell your coworkers that this book is a bunch of hokey nonsense, and feel good in your decision.

Oh, and one more thing.

Try one exercise over the next few days. Chat with a coworker you don’t normally interact with, and ask them about hobbies they’ve been pursuing lately. As they start to explain sewing or biking or chicken-raising, listen deeply. Don’t think about your hobbies or how that reminds you of a funny story that you’re just dying to tell. Stay focused on them. Ask them questions. If they talk about their new guitar, ask them how they decided to pick that particular model. If they just got back from Disney World, ask about their favorite parts of the park. The key is to focus on them and express deep interest.

Later, think back on that conversation. How many of the following apply to you? 1) You know that person better, 2) You feel great, 3) You’ve got more energy, and 4) Your brain is working overtime.

If you’re anything like most people, it’s all four. That’s the feeling that managing with love will give you and your team.









Chapter 2

 Making Your Team Look Good

Most first-time managers are promoted to management because of the outstanding quality of their work. They’ve become the go-to resource for multiple people in the organization because nobody has to question their output, knowledge, or advice. When there is a question, it’s answered promptly and thoroughly. The soon-to-be manager rightfully takes pride in the high quality and consistency of their work.

Once promoted, the new manager owns a team’s worth of work. Some of it is routine, some of it is unimportant noise, and some of it is critical and urgent. No matter how divided, there is more work than one person can do. Now they are expected to juggle all of these tasks and ensure that everything is done to a high standard. With little training in how to do this for a team’s worth of work, new managers often swerve wildly between two ways of managing important work: micromanaging and over-delegating.


	Micromanaging. They try to do everything important themselves, or at least undertake a lengthy auditing process before proclaiming someone else’s work “done.” Since the team’s work reflects on the leader, the most important thing is making sure it’s held to high standards.

	Over-delegating. They try to remove themselves entirely from the work product. Requests come in the door, are immediately assigned to a subordinate, and eventually get finished. This is, after all, what delegating is.



Both strategies are valid ways of organizing specific projects, and you will have to understand when and how to use each one. Deciding which one to use is often a complex recipe that incorporates employee competence, task difficulty, task importance, task visibility, and a million other considerations. You will end up making the wrong choice sometimes. Even very experienced managers can misjudge whether they should dive into the details or leave them to their team.

There is a helpful framework you can use when you’re confronted by this choice of whether to handle a task yourself or give it to someone else. The key is to realize that your role as a manager is to make the name of each member of your team synonymous with high-quality work, just like your name was and is.

Ask yourself, “What can I do to make this person look good?” You want to put them in a position where they can do their best work and receive the credit for doing it. Some employees may only be able to do small tasks well, while others may be even more capable than you are. You should work to know your team well enough to assign them work that they are capable of doing, and that will help them grow. To do this, you will need to understand what each person on your team does well and where they are likely to have trouble.

Consider the following scenario:

You are the IT manager for a small retail company, and part of your team’s responsibility is to run the store website. Your boss wants to know why the website was slow over the weekend. As soon as the question is asked, you know that John, one of your team members, is who you want to look into it.

John has an intuitive feel for how the site works and you know that he can uncover the problem. Unfortunately, he has difficulty taking a complex technical problem and explaining it to a non-technical person. He has a tendency to focus on arcane details, and you know that he would mostly just confuse your boss. Normally, you would have him research the problem, explain the answer to you, and you translate before sending it along to your boss.

But what if you think about it in terms of “What will make John look good?” He’s already fully capable of diagnosing and understanding the problem, so you probably can’t be any additional help there. But he needs substantial help in putting it into words that your boss can understand. This is where you can help him grow, since clear communication is always helpful if you want to advance in an organization.

If you take time to work on John’s explanation with him, you have an opportunity to highlight his problem-solving skills in front of your boss. While John is explaining the solution to you, ask him to help you translate it into a three-sentence “boss-friendly” explanation. The two of you work together to land on the best wording. You may feel like you’re contributing a lot of the explanation, and that’s okay at first. You’re demonstrating how you think through the issue of translation from tech-speak into boss-speak.

Once the two of you have a good plan, leave him alone to make a draft and send it to you. This is a good chance for him to think privately about how to answer it, which some employees will find easier since there’s less pressure. Once he sends the draft, review it. If you find it needs substantial revision, don’t make the changes yourself. Go back and consult with him on how to fix those pieces, and have him send you an update. Once you’ve got a good draft, make any final polishes you need and send it along to your boss, with a short additional note praising John by name for figuring out the issue and writing the explanation. Make sure you copy John in on the email as well.

If you do this, you have accomplished multiple things. You have trained your employee on a skill he needs but doesn’t have, you have publicly praised him for the great skills he already possesses, and you’ve done it all in the context of normal day-today business rather than an artificial training course. Everyone appreciates having their good work recognized, and it’s more meaningful to praise good performance when it happens in the course of their job rather than after completing an online assessment.

The more you help your team, the more independent they will become. At some point, you’ll ask them to explain a problem to you or draft an email to send along, and they’ll respond with something better than you could have done yourself. This is a really exciting time, and you should share that excitement with them. Be generous with your praise.

This is just one example of how to help make a member of your team look good, but the principle holds no matter their strengths or weaknesses. Consider a rookie employee, Jean, who is pretty good at communicating but not strong on the technical side yet. You trust Jean to articulate her findings clearly, but she doesn’t understand the systems well enough to diagnose the problem accurately. Just like with the email draft, you have to help guide her through the skills she needs to improve. Show her how you think through the problem, but let her do the actual work. Once the issue has been resolved, you may have contributed a significant portion of the answer. Again, that’s okay at first. You’re not here to take credit, you’re here to show her how to excel in her job.


Objections

I imagine you have a lot of questions, and I’ve tried to anticipate some of them below.


This Takes Too Much Time

Unfortunately, there is no magic formula for spending one-onone time with your employees on a time budget. Training people well takes time and it takes effort. The investment that you make today will pay off tremendously over time as your employees are able to own tasks that previously were only doable by you. If you don’t make the investment today, your team will not grow, your workload will not decrease, and your time problem will only get worse. Time you invest in your team today will provide everyone with significant benefits in the future.




Won’t Their Gain Hurt Me?

I see this line of thinking occasionally from junior employees, and some senior ones. The idea is that everyone is competing for a few promotions or raises, so the most logical course of action is to try to stand out as the best. If this is your goal, then helping to push others to the forefront doesn’t make any sense.

There is a kernel of truth to this line of thinking. A team cannot consist exclusively of managers, and money is a finite resource within any company. However, this obscures the real practical truth of the matter. If you consistently produce a high-achieving team, it will be clear to all involved that you are a primary reason for the success. If you consistently produce a team of individuals who can’t produce independently, it will also be clear to all involved that you are a primary cause. If you want to be a good manager, you have to let your team excel.




Isn’t It My Accomplishment Too?

Your accomplishment is the competent management of your team. No manager can be good unless their team is well managed, even if individual tasks are done well. You don’t need to fish for praise for tasks, because tasks are a secondary part of your job.




This Isn’t Worth Praising, Because It’s So Easy

Easy to you is not the same as easy to them. You also had to learn these skills, and probably had trouble with a number of them. You are not a snooty film critic trying to be the final arbiter of quality. You are training an employee, and it’s good to recognize their growth, even if other people are currently better than them.





Wouldn’t a “Sink or Swim” Approach Be Better?


Many people have learned by “Sink or Swim” and have stories of being thrown into a difficult job with no guidance or help. Despite the fact that you’ve overcome the challenge, it’s not actually a good way to train someone.

Consider whether your goal is to make a point, or to make the team better. Because “Sink or Swim” is only best for making a point. Throwing someone into a task with no guidance or training and assuming they will eventually figure it out is a slower, riskier, and less effective way to train your team. Even if they do succeed, they will only have their own perspective to judge their success or failure, and most people are blind to their weaknesses. Your team will need to work independently, but you do not have to let them work without a guide.






Final Thoughts

As a manager, the most fundamental thing for you to understand is that your team’s success is your success. Your job is to facilitate their victories. You put them in a position to succeed and grow, and you applaud wildly when they do. If your team is making great strides and growing, then you will be seen as the person facilitating that process. If your team is stagnating and consistently making the same mistakes, then you will also be seen as the person responsible. Having a team that is continually improving is the ultimate achievement.

Remember, this will fail horribly unless you approach your team with a spirit of love and goodwill. If you genuinely want them to succeed and grow, then you will be rewarded with a team of individuals who are excited about taking on new challenges and growing by leaps and bounds. If you approach this in a transactional way, it will be obvious to your people that you are not personally invested in them. If you coach with a spirit of defensiveness or impatience, it will not be effective. If you are frustrated that your employees don’t know everything already, they will be less receptive to your ideas. Don’t forget that you also had to learn these skills, and you may have had the advantage of a great manager or very clear insight into your own weaknesses. Be forgiving and gracious, and this spirit will help move your team forward.
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