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Praise for You’re the Boss



“Sabina Nawaz expertly shares why business is personal and integrity is more important than authenticity for managers. You’ll learn tactical tips to identify your own communication fault lines, trigger spots, and unmet needs as a manager. A must-read for all leaders!”

—Liz Fosslien and Mollie West Duffy, coauthors of the bestseller No Hard Feelings: The Secret Power of Embracing Emotions at Work

“Every leader ultimately faces defining moments—decisions made under the most demanding of circumstances that can make or break your career. Sabina’s tools help you build your executive strength so you lead with intention, not reaction. You’re the Boss will help you navigate high-stakes moments confidently, turn challenges into growth, and inspire your team—even when the heat is on.”

—Robert J. Stevens, retired chairman, president, and CEO of Lockheed Martin

“Through her highly successful career as a manager, senior executive, and executive coach, author Sabina Nawaz has decoded the Micro Habits of effective managers. You’re the Boss shares these hard-won insights with you, often using stories that range from hilarious to cringeworthy. If you’re about to become a boss—and even if you’ve been the boss for years—and want to avoid preventable failures, this book is a must-read.”

—Amy C. Edmondson, Novartis Professor of Leadership at the Harvard Business School and author of Right Kind of Wrong: The Science of Failing Well

“You’re the Boss is like having a personal trainer for your career. Sabina’s practical tools allow for deep self-examination while empowering you to make lasting change.”

—Jim Guyette, former president and CEO of Rolls Royce, North America

“Sabina has a special ability to take abstract leadership challenges and theories and turn them into pragmatic, practical explanations and micro-suggestions. Highly recommended read for every manager and leader, full of actionable advice, behavior hacks, and tips.”

—Amir Orad, CEO of Kraken

“Every manager owes it to their team to do the work to be a better boss so the team succeeds and thrives. This book is for all the managers who think they don’t need a book on managing. They do. Sabina distills a library of management how-to books into one indispensable, insightful, and game-changing manual. Based on evidence and experience honed from decades of developing and coaching some of the top executives in the world, You’re the Boss will make you better and surprise you—at any stage of your career.”

—Kelly Jo MacArthur, former vice president and associate general counsel of Amazon

“The wit, caring, and authenticity in Nawaz’s writing make You’re the Boss a comfort to read, not a boring, jargon-filled, executive-training-course syllabus requirement. Empathy brims through every page so the earnest reader doesn’t feel like they’re being lectured to or treated like an idiot or a failure. Reading the book, we learn that Nawaz has been there too! She knows exactly what the mixture of anger, confusion, elation, and depression feels like in that CEO or employee who’s at their wit’s end in the job. She affirms for us that we can get through whatever it is, if we take the time to reassess and apply her amazingly helpful techniques.”

—Bisa Williams, senior fellow at the Yale Jackson School of Global Affairs and retired U.S. ambassador

“Like most of you, I’m busy. I only read something I’m getting value from—page after page. You’re the Boss passes that test easily. It zeros in on key management challenges and offers a wealth of practical tools and solutions. Of course, this doesn’t surprise me. As CEO, I hired Sabina to run executive strategy retreats for my company, and I still follow her executive development approach to this day.”

—Rodrigo Costa, chairman and CEO of REN, Portugal

“You’re the Boss… is exceptional. It shares the same wisdom I experienced with Sabina firsthand as a CEO in great need of coaching on the pressure-cooker path to IPO. Her insights from decades of witnessing and guiding leaders are likely exactly what you need right now.”

—Henry Albrecht, founder and former CEO of Limeade, and winner of the Ernst & Young Entrepreneur of the Year Award

“Sabina Nawaz delivers a powerful guide for leaders ready to unlock their full potential and navigate today’s business complexities. I worked with Sabina early in my CEO journey, and her guidance was instrumental to overcoming challenges. This book is packed with real-life stories, actionable tips, and a touch of humor. Whether you’re new to leadership or looking to sharpen your approach, Sabina offers proven techniques to lead from within, make an impact, and create a winning culture.”

—Barak Eilam, CEO of NICE

“Sabina Nawaz is the real deal. After decades of understanding and coaching executives up to the absolute highest level, she has written some truly profound truths about ascending the ranks of leadership and the nuances therein. I wish I’d had this book at my disposal during my operating career, as it describes my experiences to a fine point. On your ambitious climb to the top, read this book to understand yourself, your peers, and your employees. What a gift she’s given us all!”

—Blake Irving, board director and former CEO of GoDaddy
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For Matthew.

This book and so much of who I am and what I do are only possible because of you.






Introduction

You’re the boss.

You’ve made it to management (or at least are on your way there). Your smarts, grit, and talent propelled you to where you are. You know a lot. But what about what you don’t know?

As an executive coach to successful bosses across the globe, I have spent more than two decades reverse engineering what makes someone an effective manager—and what can unwittingly take them out. The key comes down to one’s willingness to unearth the hidden unknowns that, once excavated, generate success at world-class levels. Clients seek out my services because they want to be not just a boss in charge, but one who guides their team to generate excellent work and inspires everyone toward collective greatness. Isn’t that what we all want as the boss?

While this book is based on the experiences of thousands of managers and executives I have coached, I also share insights from my own experience of becoming a boss at Microsoft, because my inquiry into what makes someone powerful as a manager started with me.

You see, I was a lousy manager, but I didn’t start out that way.

A trained engineer, I was hired straight out of university by Microsoft and, within three years, worked my way up to my first managerial job as a test manager. Not long into that role, a few members of my team remarked that they thought I was the “best boss they’d ever had.” What was I doing that made them feel that way? The answer was almost always some version of “Because you care.”

I did care. I poured energy into coaching my team to be at the top of their game and genuinely cared about their well-being as humans. I openly supported their ambitions and encouraged them. In the world of tech, programming is generally considered far sexier than the testing we were doing, but several of the testers on my team came back to work with me after trying out programming, saying it was because of my investment in their careers and the collaborative energy of the team we had created. Don’t get me wrong, I was tough with people as well. My boss labeled me “brass knuckles in a velvet glove.”

After nearly nine years at Microsoft, I earned an eight-week sabbatical, during which I had an epiphany that changed the trajectory of my professional life. I realized that although I was close to being the only brown woman to become a corporate vice president at Microsoft at that time, I didn’t want it. This led to a nontraditional move overseeing executive, leadership, and management development and succession planning for Microsoft, setting me on the path to becoming an independent executive coach. I brought my “best boss ever” skills with me to my new department, helping transform an overburdened team into a thriving one. I tuned in to what made each member of my team feel most engaged. Working in collaboration, we rearranged their responsibilities so they did work that fulfilled rather than drained them, which in turn yielded kick-ass results. Together we posted a 400 percent hike in productivity without increasing headcount or budget.

Then everything changed.

Shortly before my first son was born, my boss announced she was leaving the company. I said I’d think about stepping into her role when I returned from parental leave, and she replied, “No, no, it’s not an option; you are already slated to take over my job. Tomorrow.” Overnight I went from being responsible for management development to overseeing the professional development of the entire company—all ninety thousand employees.

The morning I was slated to fully return to work from parental leave, my assistant called. “Where are you? There’s a meeting with Steve in half an hour.” I knew nothing about that meeting or what it was about, except that it was with Steve Ballmer, who was CEO of the company at the time. I hurriedly slashed on some lipstick and raced out the door while asking my assistant to scroll through communications to get me up to speed in time for me to walk in. That should give you some idea of the pace and demand that greeted me, set against the backdrop of the utter exhaustion of having a newborn at home.

Without realizing it, I slid from being a caring and supportive boss to one who was snippy and belligerent. Under crushing deadlines, I had no time to explain anything in detail. I didn’t have the patience to nurture people in their career development; I figured, They’re adults, they’ll figure it out. Ditto for worrying about how my actions as a boss were impacting my team and their well-being. This was business, not personal. At least that’s what I told myself.

In my rush for efficiency, I lost connection. When people came to talk to me, I would leave my fingers on the keyboard to silently convey they were taking up valuable time. On my drive home one night, I decided to maximize my time and called one of my direct reports to conduct her performance review. She was shocked I was doing this while driving, signaling that she wasn’t important enough for me to sit down with her and have a conversation face-to-face. On another occasion, one of my assistants, Anne Marie, came into my office and said, “I totally understand if you say no, but someone approached me from another department for a project manager job. I know I’ve only been here for three months, but may I interview for it?” My immediate answer: “No.” Not What is the timeline for this opportunity? or How important is it to you? Just an abrupt “No.”

I also lost the plot when it came to distinguishing between managing and micromanaging. Case in point: we ran an exclusive three-day event with Bill Gates and Steve Ballmer, attended by high-potential employees about three positions down from them on the organization chart. Steve was concerned that we might have left the umlaut off the name of an attendee. Rather than trusting that my number two, Janice, who was always fastidious with details, had thoroughly fact-checked the list, I steamrolled over her assurances and demanded that she recheck on the spot the spelling of all fifty attendees’ names. When one (literally one) of the highly coveted swag pens given to each participant didn’t work, I was so irritated that I made Janice and another person on my team come in each morning at dawn before the day’s program started to test all fifty pens for future events. I had no clue that the umlaut and pen stories were roiling through the hallways of my department and beyond like a vicious fireball, spitting off more and more sparks with every retelling. I had become the böss from hell.

I had no idea until my colleague Joe came to see me in my office. Under normal circumstances, I would have been happy to see Joe, because he always challenged me in intriguing ways about management development, but all I could think when he walked in was No time… no time!

In his tactful way, Joe sat across from me and said gently, “I think you may not be aware how you’re coming across and how it’s affecting your team.”

Ridiculous, I thought, frankly irritated. I had a long history of being an excellent boss. I’d know if I was making missteps. Yes, okay, maybe I was a little less warm and fuzzy than I’d been in my former position, but I had a far bigger role now, in which I needed to prove myself.

“You’re making people like Anne Marie cry with your comments.”

At that, I quickly took my hands off the keyboard and gave him my full attention. I’d taken Anne Marie’s assurance that she’d understand if I said no at face value and completely missed the opportunity to be not just the boss in charge, but also the one helping manage the skills and needs of my team. Hearing that my people were feeling dismissed, judged, attacked, and afraid of screwing up because of me was a bucket of ice water in my face.

That was a turning point for me.

Besides cleaning up my act as a manager, I used my engineer training to dissect and reconstruct what it means to be genuinely successful in a role of authority. How had I veered so far off course? What makes one manager become a superstar and another crash and burn? How do well-meaning bosses end up making their teams miserable? Worse, how does all that happen without them knowing it? I started hunting around to understand how power shields us from seeing our missteps while the increased pressure of high-level roles affects our ability to self-regulate our behavior.

I arrived at the conclusion that there are rarely “bad” bosses, only good people with the best of intentions who unwittingly cross the fine line between good intentions and bad behaviors. And they are everywhere (including in the mirror). I came to understand a simple truth that eventually became the basis of my life’s calling as an executive coach: as our job description expands, we must mindfully navigate the combined forces of greater pressure and power—or else pressure will corrupt our actions and power will blind us to the impact of those actions.

The best of the best seek my coaching because they know the key to being the best is always striving to be better, to uncover what you don’t know. In our work together my clients learn to navigate the perils of pressure and power without having to overhaul their personalities or develop traits they don’t already possess. This book is a collection of the insights and strategies that have allowed them—and now you—to upgrade their skill set to meet their elevated level.

Throughout this book I’ll share many of the insights and results of data I’ve uncovered that have transformed the careers of thousands of managers. The backbone of this book is more than twelve thousand pages of data I have amassed through my research, coaching, and thousands of interviews. These interviews are done as part of what’s called a “360 review,” in which I interview twelve to fifteen of my clients’ colleagues to gather detailed feedback about them. From that feedback, I assess themes that emerge of their managerial style, both positive and corrective, so my clients can see the unvarnished truth of how they are performing as a boss. Often, they are quite surprised by what they learn, some even shocked. As you’ll discover in stories shared throughout this book, many find out the very behaviors they believe are germane to their success are in fact thwarting their efforts. With these raw truths in hand, we then work to apply strategies to successfully navigate the increased power and pressure of their role so they can inspire excellence and fulfillment rather than conflict and frustration.

With over two decades of experience identifying the most common themes across 360 reviews, I developed the system in this book that pinpoints exactly where and when we can most easily fall off track and strategies to course correct that have been time-tested in the hallways and virtual meeting rooms of thousands of executives.

This system will enable you to:


	Understand the critical truths and common misperceptions about power

	Identify where and how your communication breaks down in ways that hinder your effectiveness

	Avoid the common costly mistakes generated by unmanaged pressure

	Apply practical, field-tested frameworks for leading with greater impact and efficacy

	Prevent and neutralize friction in your interactions and help your team navigate conflict more cohesively



Part One reveals the surprising and often unseen ways the terrain changes as we get promoted, and shows the nuanced shifts necessary to thrive at this next level. Part Two debunks the common myths about being a boss that can (and often do) generate career-sabotaging mistakes when left unexplored. Part Three delves into what I call Power Gaps—chasms that can open between you and those who work for you that unwittingly blind you to the impact of your behaviors. Part Four identifies what I refer to as the Pressure Pitfalls, which are the hidden pockets of self-sabotage we can fall into when pressure goes unmanaged. But it’s not all doom and gloom! The information you’ll discover will instantaneously shift your thinking and show you clearly what you need to lead with the efficacy and impact you desire. Throughout, you’ll find diagnostics to help you assess where you stand and tools to get you to where you want to be.

Whether you’re a new manager or have been in the C-suite for years, this book is a guide to empower you with a wealth of tactics and strategies essential for thriving in every stage of your career. By unearthing and meeting all the unknown forces head-on, you will have the clarity and confidence at your disposal to show up in every interaction as a world-class boss.







PART ONE THE (SURPRISING) VIEW FROM THE TOP









CHAPTER ONE New Level, New Rules


The very first thing I did upon landing in America was throw up.

I was twenty years old and headed for my junior year as a transfer student at Smith College. As one of the seven fortunate students from the Modern High School for Girls in Kolkata to have been offered a scholarship, there was no way I was going to let the fact that I’d never been on an airplane deter me. Besides, I love an adventure.

After bidding a teary farewell to my family at the airport, I had flown to London for a one-day layover. I stayed with a cousin who made me a lovely but rich breakfast in the morning and sent me off with some special chocolates, which was a big deal for me. I’d never seen this kind of abundance. The chocolates were so good that I ate tons of them on the flight from London to Boston, washed down with about a quart of sweet orange juice, which I’d also never tried. Just as the pilot announced, “Welcome to Logan Airport,” I was heaving the overindulgence into the airsick bag.

At the airport in Boston, I looked around for water to rinse my mouth. I asked someone where I could find some and they pointed me to a water fountain. I had no idea what this hanging stainless steel contraption was. Back home, we’d get water from a tube well, boil it, and put it into an earthenware container with netting on the top to keep the flies out.

Later that day, I went for a walk to mail the letter I’d written to my family on a cocktail napkin during the flight. But I couldn’t seem to find a mailbox. What I thought was a mailbox was actually a fire hydrant; mailboxes in India are red. Why was this mailbox so low to the ground? Where was the opening? This was just the beginning of my stranger-in-a-strange-land experiences. It took me the better part of the semester to get comfortable with these unfamiliar American ways.

I share this story as an allegory for how disorienting it can be to step into a new terrain. Everything from the level of demands and eyes on you to the volume of high-impact decisions you need to make to how your team behaves around you shifts the instant you step onto the big stage—and that can be more than a little unsettling.

Take Michael, for instance. I first met Michael when he was on the rise at a sports management firm. Fast-talking and confident, with charisma for miles, he was one of the youngest people promoted to senior agent in his company’s forty-year history. As an attendee of one of my two-day workshops, Michael shared with the group how he had fantasized about being the boss for a while. He had a lot of ideas and just as many critiques of his current supervisor: If only I were in charge, here’s how much better things would run… How hard can that be? Why isn’t my boss setting the right direction? Doesn’t he see where we’re lacking? Why isn’t he thinking about ways to make us the best in the business, like I am?

The next time I heard from Michael was a year later, a week after he was appointed managing director of his East Coast office. Ever the quick wit, the subject of his email read, “Made it. Now what?”

In our first coaching session, Michael admitted with uncharacteristic humility that he was surprised to learn about a whole layer of issues his prior boss had been managing to which he had never had exposure. The responsibilities that now fell upon him were more copious and intense than he’d imagined. He was prepared to oversee the budget, address underperforming employees, and make sometimes challenging hiring decisions. What he did not expect was for the heads of satellite offices to start jockeying for resources immediately or for political fissures to open that he had no idea existed, encouraging everyone to vie for his alliance. Every day, he had to make tough calls on decisions large and small that could set his firm on an upward trajectory or cost them important clients. He was more than a little rocked by the volume of meetings and people who needed his input to move forward.

“But here’s the weirdest part,” Michael said. “All of a sudden, the people I’ve worked with for years are treating me differently. One guy I came up the ranks with calls me ‘Boss’ in a way that sounds like he’s joking, but I can tell he isn’t. It feels as if no one is real with me anymore. Even my jokes are mysteriously funnier, if you know what I mean?”

I assured Michael I knew exactly what he meant. Maybe you do, too?

I work with top-level executives from a wide range of organizations who find themselves in similar situations. Power can feel very different than we expected it to. After the celebratory bubbles settle, like many other managers, you may find a strange emptiness creeping in as you realize that being in charge isn’t all fizz and fantasy. The stakes have changed along with the power dynamics. Overnight, you go from being one of many voices in a room to the voice of authority. Decisions carry a lot more weight when the ultimate call stops with you. As Michael experienced, your team may treat you with a mix of deference and distance, which feels more isolating than validating. Peers who were once trusted pals might now take little jabs at you or box you out, shrouding their passive resentments and annoyances with fist bumps and treacly praise. A lot of my clients lament the days when problem-solving meant driving concrete outcomes, not a garbage can overflowing with others’ Kleenex or an inbox jammed with roadblocks and complaints. Even if you celebrated your ascent long ago, you may lie awake in the wee hours of the night wondering when everyone will find out you don’t really know what you’re doing, or if you even want this responsibility of authority.

Being the boss sounds thrilling, and in many ways, it is. Autonomy, a sexy title, more money and prestige, shiny perks—that’s the fun stuff! You’ve worked hard and deserve to reap the rewards. You get to jettison some of the menial tasks of your previous role and sink your teeth into meaty challenges. You’re finally given the autonomy to implement your vision and make a real impact. Everything you’ve worked for is coming to fruition as you step up into a power role, and that can—and should—feel like a big win.

At the same time, the title is just the anointing. The question, as Michael’s email posed, is what do you do once you get there?

It would be easy to assume that being a high-performing professional means you’ll be a highly effective boss. Yet as executive coach Marshall Goldsmith reveals in his book What Got You Here Won’t Get You There, the skills it takes to get to the top are not the same as the ones you need to keep you there. What you do and don’t do, what you say and how you say it, how you think and respond to the rise in power and pressure all require leveling up. To succeed and thrive in a role of authority demands a full-scale recalibration to that higher level. That starts by seeing with full clarity what changes and how you need to shift accordingly when you ascend to the role of boss.


Redefining Success

How do you define success?

For most ambitious individuals on their way up, success means generating excellent work and garnering the attention and rewards for it. While we ideally strove to collaborate and be someone our peers ultimately wanted to work for (a proven marker of a successful boss), our focus was naturally and rightly on our work, our path, our ascension. Success meant us personally kicking ass on our individual career path. That drive to stand out is not selfish, but understandable as we compete to be the winner who will get promoted.

Yet success as a boss is a very different animal.

As I tell many of my clients, it’s no longer all about you, sunshine. When you become the manager of a team, your success now derives from their success. The goal is not to burnish your brilliance but to empower them to feel brilliant. Showcasing your output may be what got you where you are, but now you need to rewire who gets showcased and what “output” means. Recalibrating to focus on driving your team’s success is the critical distinction between being a standout employee and a standout boss.

Before, your mission was to generate the work. Now, however, your mission is to create and hold the container for others to generate their best work. By “container,” I mean the larger goal, the desired outcome, the nonnegotiables as well as sufficient psychological safety. As the powerful force operating behind the scenes, you accelerate and activate the work of others. For instance, before becoming the boss, you may have had to create the slide deck for a client presentation. Now your job is to give your team clear guidance on the objective and parameters for that slide deck so they can do the hands-on work to meet that goal. That’s what strategic thinking means. It means being able to step back, see the bigger picture, and drive the entire mission and team toward the greater desired outcome. Rather than manage every detail and issue as you once did, you empower them to manage those details and issues. Your job is no longer to work solo with laser-focused determination to ascend but to set the North Star to empower your team to rise along with you.

Sharing the limelight benefits you as well as your team. An extensive study done by Yuan Zou and Ethan Rouen at Harvard Business School showed that managers who elevate others experience greater rates of employee retention and are twice as likely to rise to the ranks of CEO. Having said that, shifting from being the star player to the coach can be challenging, as we are hardwired to protect our relevance and avoid our own corporate mortality. Many of us think it’s a zero-sum game: if they shine, I’ll be dulled by comparison. There’s an inherent scarcity built into the ascension mindset, as there can be only one best.

Take Armond, for instance. As the managing director of a design team at a toy manufacturer, he was asked to give a report to the CEO summarizing what each of his direct reports had accomplished or issues they’d dealt with that past week. His 360 revealed a habit of positioning innovations from his team as his own, both subtly and overtly. When I presented that information to Armond, he offered up a common justification: “If I’m just the person who passes along the information and approves paperwork, what’s my contribution here?”

Armond poses a good question. If we allow our team to shine, how do we stand out? If we delegate, what’s our value? How do we stay relevant at the top while empowering those who work for us?

The answer is to shift from a scarcity mindset to one of abundance.

To understand and cultivate an abundance mindset, we first need to get our heads around what scarcity looks and feels like. Scarcity isn’t always about money. Scarcity in our professional lives is a fear of not enough to go around: not enough opportunities, recognition, connections, or rewards. Scarcity is grabbing all the goodies and guarding our treasures—from our contacts to our knowledge and ideas—to keep our singular edge.

Scarcity is competing. Abundance, on the other hand, is collaborating. An abundance mindset means soliciting ideas and input from your team, freely offering up positive feedback, coaching your team to be their best, and sharing your ideas, your contacts, your expertise, and yes, the limelight. A scarcity mentality clings to an “it’s me or them” dynamic, whereas an abundance one makes room for others to ascend along with you. The truth is that there is far more space at the top than you think.

For five years, I worked with Bill Gates and Steve Balmer on Microsoft’s succession planning. Each year, we would spend two weeks holed up in a conference room meeting with all the presidents to discuss who in their divisions was in line to succeed them. Year after year, nothing excited the executives at the top levels more than when they found talented people who could be nurtured and brought up to the highest positions in the future.

Having worked with many executives since that time, I see this as a universal dynamic. The bar to succeed at the top is high, and many don’t make the cut—or, even if they did or could, they weed themselves out because of the pressure. My clients at the highest levels are desperate to find people they can mentor and help cultivate the skills and fortitude to climb up. Secure in their own value, they break out the proverbial bubbly anytime they spot someone who shows a glimmer of being able to succeed them one day.

The takeaway for you as a manager is that you can and should continue to be the best in your role—you just don’t have to be the only best. You don’t have to outdo your team. Each team member has their own role. In an abundance mindset, there’s plenty of space in the talent pool to invite those who work for you to join you.

How exactly do we cultivate an abundance mindset? By practicing generosity and modeling it from the top down. Despite the inherent competition baked into getting ahead, plenty of research proves that generosity pays off exponentially. Wharton professor of management and best-selling author Adam Grant published evidence in a 2013 McKinsey report illustrating a direct correlation between employees helping one another and increased sales revenues, creativity, productivity, and performance quality in a variety of industries. In interviews with approximately eight hundred managers working in Sydney and Silicon Valley, a team from the Macquarie Business School in Sydney, Australia, found that company cultures in which information and resources were shared openly had a distinct competitive advantage in terms of innovation, efficiency, and quality.

As you explore the insights and tools throughout this book, you’ll discover many opportunities to expand your definition of success. You’ll be amazed by how much your status and success rise as your team rises. You shine because they shine. You ascend because they ascend.

This is the abundance mindset at work.


Coaching Consideration: Do You Need to Get Over Yourself?

My client Jaclyn emerged from our work together proud of the way both she and, by extension, those who worked for her had leveled up. After a year of internal skirmishes and bitter complaints making their way to Jaclyn’s boss, her team was collaborating and performing significantly better. One guy who initially had stinging commentary about her tendency to hoard the spotlight was now a total convert. I asked Jaclyn what she thought was the most powerful shift she had made, and she replied, “I learned to get over myself.”

To cultivate an abundance mindset, might you possibly need to do the same?






Understanding Hidden Power Dynamics

On a rare quiet Friday afternoon, Liza went on a coffee run with Zoran, one of her top people. As CFO of a start-up, Liza’s days were usually jammed from the minute she checked her email on the treadmill at 6 a.m. until she finished her last call on the drive home in the post-dinner hours, so it was a treat for her to get a hit of fresh air and a chance to chat informally with a member of her team whose company she enjoyed. As a moving truck passed by them, Liza mused aloud whether their start-up would move when their lease was up in two years. Within days, the hallways were abuzz with people campaigning for choice office space, flooding Liza’s inbox and ears with ideas of the ideal location for the new office—next to each person’s hometown, naturally.

As Liza discovered, when you’re the boss, there’s really no such thing as “off the record” anymore. Being in charge comes with a sticky web of interpersonal power dynamics that underpin almost everything you say, do, and generate (or don’t generate) as a manager. It’s easy and frankly convenient to brush over this by-product of authority, but your success hinges on your ability to understand and navigate the dynamics that arise when hierarchy enters the equation.

Our complex relationship to authority starts from the time we are infants. When the adults in our lives use their authority well, they nurture us, teach us, guide us. Other authority figures unfortunately can also abuse their status or use it capriciously. If you start to layer in your personal history and the cultural legacy you carry around the concept of authority—say you have brown skin or were a liberal-minded teen growing up in a traditionally conservative family—that complicates matters even further. Every time we are in a relationship to authority, it activates all those historical relationships. Each one of us comes to our interactions with authority toting these layers of packed baggage.

The human drive to please authority figures traces back to evolutionary behaviors. If your alpha parent didn’t like you, you were dead, period. No food, no shelter, no community, no survival. Good luck out there in the wild on your own, kiddo. We are hardwired to want to please those guardians of our fate. Fast-forward to modern times, and that guardian is you. As the boss, you are in control of the destiny and livelihood of the people on your team. As Ronald Heifetz and Marty Linsky write about in their excellent work on adaptive leadership, employees look to their boss for three things: protection, order, and direction. Your role as the provider of that protection, order, and direction makes you the alpha by default.

Thus, whether you register this consciously or not, every sigh, bored look, or rushed exchange you have is hyper-scrutinized, analyzed, and interpreted (usually as negative) by those who work for you. If you doubt it, think about how tuned in you are or have been to the body language and moods of your own bosses. My research bears this out to an astonishing degree. Almost every single direct report I’ve interviewed is convinced their manager’s mundane actions were targeted toward them. As the boss, if you frown as you walk down the hall, they think you are frowning at them. Something as minor as firing off a quick, vague email on a Sunday asking a direct report to stop by your office tomorrow can kill their weekend as they try to decode your true intentions and wonder if they’ll have a job come Monday. An unintentional grimace from a blister on your pinky toe during an employee’s presentation can send them reaching for the Tums in their bottom desk drawer. As we’ll discuss more in Part Four when we unpack the proven business ramifications of triggering your team members’ biological fight-or-flight responses, these unintentional upsets hurt far more than just your employees’ morale or digestion.

Another complex power dynamic stems from the fear of speaking truth to power. That’s a risk few are comfortable taking. Thus, as the boss, you might notice that people on your team tend to agree with you… a lot. Not only are your jokes mysteriously funnier, as Michael noted, but your ideas are more brilliant and advice more salient. While I’d love to tell you that’s because you’re a prophet of corporate wisdom, much of the concurrence is a by-product of your elevated status. Validation may feel satisfying to your ego, but your effectiveness takes a hit when those who work for you obscure bad news or critical opinions that could vastly improve your impact.

One of the first retreats I ran for a CEO I work with was for his team in a southern European country. In that country, events tend to be a little loose timewise. Few things start at the appointed hour, and the schedule stretches based on how long the smoke break is; the hotel staff where we held the retreat told me they were used to constantly reheating food to keep up with the changes in timing. I told Luis, the CEO, that I planned to run the event on a tight schedule and needed his help to stick to the timeline. After the first day, the hotel manager sought me out to say the delighted staff had never seen an event run clockwork like this.

On the second morning, Luis was not in the conference room five minutes before we were set to start. I asked Maria Theresa, the head of HR, where he was, and she told me he was still in the breakfast room.

“Okay,” I answered. “I’ll go get him.”

Dead silence and a deer-in-the-headlights stare from Maria Theresa followed. After a beat, she snapped to and replied, “Yes, yes… good. You’re the only one who can do that.”

I was so surprised. We had an agreement to be timely, Luis was running late, so it seemed pretty straightforward to remind him of our imminent start. What was so scary about it?

Later that morning, when Luis stood to speak and heard a bit of noisy construction outside the windows, he said to no one in particular, “I’m loud enough, aren’t I? Do I need a microphone?”

There were muted murmurs of “No, you’re fine.”

He wasn’t fine. While he spoke loudly in general, we could barely hear him over all the external noise. “Actually, Luis,” I piped up from the back of the room, “we do need you to put on a mic.”

Luis wasn’t doing anything to cultivate that fear. It arose simply by virtue of him being in the CEO role.

Our authority often makes us unapproachable, and that unapproachability fosters an isolation that rarely works to our benefit. To illustrate this dynamic in action, I sometimes use an exercise in corporate retreats taught to me by my colleague Jill Hufnagel. We assign one person in the group to be the “authority figure.” Each of the other people in the group then have to hand that figure something that has some meaning or value to them. A shoe, a pair of glasses, their keys—doesn’t matter what it is as long as it’s a physical object upon which they depend in some way. As more and more items pile into the hands of the authority figure, a curious thing happens. Not one person ever offers to help them hold the objects, which the group quickly realizes symbolize the myriad needs and expectations of the team. No one even pulls up a table to make it easier for the authority figure. Then, once the authority figure has a full armload of stuff, I ask them to tie my shoe in a very fussy, demanding way. Again, no one offers to hold the goods while they do so. To finish the exercise, the authority figure then has to give each item back to its owner one by one, remembering who gave them which object. Still, no one helps, and of course, the authority figure almost never asks for help.

Authority is a badge of honor that few, if any, dare to question. The controversial Milgram experiment, done at Yale University in the 1960s, shed an unflattering light on just how deeply authority obedience is ingrained in our psyche. Participants were ordered by an actor posing as a scientist to administer electric shocks to hidden subjects if that person gave an incorrect answer to a question (these subjects were not in actuality receiving the shocks but reacted as though they were). The alleged shock recipients let out cries of pain, some begging that the study be halted. Despite these protests, dismissed by the study administrators with a mandate to “please continue,” 65 percent of the participants complied all the way up to delivering what they believed were the maximum-level shocks. The leader of this study, social psychologist Stanley Milgram, concluded that people will obey authority out of fear or a desire to be cooperative, despite their own better judgment.

While controversial, this study unearthed some uncomfortable truths about our habituated response to power. Power dynamics are so ingrained in our muscle memory that we barely see them. But just as we must revise our definition of success, we must examine power dynamics if we want to thrive in an authority role.




Adjusting to the Spotlight

One day I was standing in line at the grocery store by the rack of celebrity magazines. In front of me were two men who looked to be in their early twenties. One picked up a copy of People with a famous female celebrity on the cover and visibly sneered.

“Oh, man,” he said to his friend. “This b-tch has teeth like a horse.”

I didn’t know this actor personally, but immediately my heart hurt for her. What had she done to invite such ugly commentary?

Nothing, other than daring to step into the spotlight. We tend to think money, fame, prestige, and power cast a rosy glow, and very often they do. At the same time, whether you’re a celebrity or the boss, the spotlight can also be more glaring than we expect. The same spotlight that illuminates your accomplishments can, at times, feel uncomfortable and intrusive.

One of the pivotal times I came to understand this was back when my colleague George became a partner at Microsoft. He was irritated by how curious people on his team were about his personal life. “Why do they care what kind of car I drive?” he asked me, incredulous. He was particularly annoyed to learn this had been a hot topic in the break room.

I happened to know the inquisitive chatter went beyond what kind of car George drove. There was speculation about why his wife traveled to Switzerland so often (Plastic surgery? Weight loss clinic?) and which way his politics leaned. There’s nothing out of the ordinary here; people by nature are keenly interested in the personal business of those they report to. While on the one hand this curiosity can feel intrusive, there’s another way to look at this that serves you better than clamming up and sequestering yourself.

For the most part, people want to know this stuff to connect with you. They want to know you’re human, perhaps even to bond over a shared interest or other special commonality. This desire for connection through common ground goes beyond simply wanting to be chummy. As actor Alan Alda relayed in his book on the science of communicating, If I Understood You, Would I Have This Look on My Face?, scientists at Harvard utilized MRI scans to show that people were better able to read others’ states of mind when they saw similarities between themselves and the other person.

Of course, sometimes the spotlight can feel more like an unwanted X-ray of your innards. When I worked at Microsoft, a lot of people told me they admired me. With that admiration, I developed a little bit of a following, which I didn’t realize included some of my friends at the company. I was talking once with my colleague and friend Cindy about how my husband Matthew’s beard scissors had been confiscated by airport security the previous weekend when we were on our way to North Carolina. Somehow, in a funny bonding moment, it came out that I also sometimes used his scissors to trim my hair when I was on the road and didn’t have time for a proper haircut.

“I knew it!” Cindy exclaimed. “I told Gwen that you shared Matthew’s beard scissors for that!”

To be clear: Gwen was the sitter Cindy hired for her child. Why was she talking about my personal hygiene with her child’s caregiver who didn’t even know me?

We can thank everything from social media to the rise of celebrity culture for this possessiveness. People feel free to share opinions about the personal lives of anyone who stands in the spotlight—including you, as the boss. That spotlight—warm or harsh—isn’t going anywhere. Just like the rise in expectations, it gets turned on the instant you step onto the big stage and stays on in perpetuity. All eyes are on you, every decision debated, every comment magnified, every minor flaw illuminated in high definition. As one of my clients who appears often on television remarked, “Every piece of spinach stuck in my teeth now becomes a meme.” Those who report to you will always be watching, trying to ascertain personal information about who you are, what you like and what you don’t, how they can connect with you, and yes, sometimes, how they can use and trade on insight about you to their best advantage. Your work now isn’t to avoid the glare, but to hone your ability to shine when it’s cast upon you.








CHAPTER TWO Common Boss Myths and Mistakes


Exceptionally brilliant and analytical, Chung had methodically worked his way up to a director role, which he was due to begin in a week. Chung’s company offered coaching for their senior managers, and he requested we work together. Chung appeared at our first meeting with his e-notebook in hand, calmly poised with his stylus ready. When I asked him what he hoped to gain from our sessions, his answer was clear: “I want to bring you on as my thought partner and coach now so I can grow and succeed in this new role.”

Chung is something of an anomaly in my world. When my phone rings, it is most often a call from clients who are struggling. Sometimes they’re in hot water, having said or done something that has jeopardized their career or is threatening to take them out entirely. Or they reach out because they’re feeling thwarted, knotted in conflicts, overwhelmed, or unfulfilled. Other times, it isn’t the client themselves but their head of HR calling out of desperation.

Nandi was one such client. On the heels of scathing feedback from her peers and her team, Nandi came to our meeting chastened, concerned, and confused. During her exceptional rise from a great researcher in chemical engineering to the provost of a large university on the West Coast of the U.S., she had never been told she was failing—until now. With no idea what she was doing wrong, Nandi was now too nervous to say anything during her manager’s staff meetings or make decisions on behalf of her team. Instead of jumping right to the feedback she’d gotten and asking her to do the opposite of what people were criticizing her for, I started digging for the assumptions she had made as she started this role.

We quickly discovered Nandi had bought into common boss myths that bring many managers to me. She had thought of herself as a “good boss” and now could only consider herself a “bad boss.” This hobbled any progress she wanted to make as her confidence took a dive with the new negative label. As an introvert and an early riser, Nandi liked to spend time thinking through ideas on her own and then getting down to business the minute meetings started. She also prided herself on taking on a heavy workload and hitting every target, every deadline, and being herself. Nandi considered what she labeled superficial chitchat with her colleagues a waste of their time and hers. When complaints about her management style filtered up to her, Nandi would wave them off with justifications. In other words, Nandi had bought into all four of the most pervasive boss myths we’ll be exploring in this chapter, along with the mistakes those myths generate.

When you think things are going according to plan but have a niggling sense something is not quite right, jumping into action without first examining the beliefs driving those actions is ill-advised. It’s like locking the cookie cabinet to keep yourself from indulging without assessing what’s sending you running for the sugary snacks in the first place. You know how that story ends, and it usually isn’t with you happily digging into a plate of carrot sticks.

What boss myths have you bought into, and how have myths tangled you in common boss missteps, or how might they in the future?


Myth #1: There Are “Good” and “Bad” Bosses

As a trained engineer, I love nothing more than a proven system. Sometimes I like to fantasize coming up with a formula for being a “good boss” that I can replicate to flawless success. Everyone who gets promoted to management level could reproduce it, and voilà—best boss ever! I could ride off into the sunset and drink fruity cocktails with parasols in them on a beach somewhere, content in the knowledge that I’d saved the world from bad bosses forevermore.

Great fantasy, right?

Back here in reality, however, there is no one-size-fits-all formula for being a good boss. Buying into the myth that there are “good” and “bad” bosses perpetuates the fallacy that we are either one or the other, but the reality is more slippery than that. Just as no person is all good or all bad, the measure of a boss is neither binary nor fixed. “Bad bosses” are rarely bad people. In fact, most of them are good people with the best of intentions who unwittingly cross a tenuous dividing line between good intentions and bad behaviors. The pressing question is, what happens along the way to cause that slippage?

The first two clients I did 360s for both had a very hard impact on others. Logan was well-meaning and spoke of wanting to encourage his team, yet his 360 revealed he was seen as grumpy, impatient, and rude. Like Logan, Kara cared deeply about her team and their collective results, but many employees complained about her abruptness and tendency to make withering comments in response to suggestions. Both executives’ admins were their “weather checks,” or barometers of their moods that others would consult before approaching the boss. In our one-on-ones, I found both Logan and Kara to be wonderful people. They were kind, generous with their time, and gave a lot of thought to the needs of the individuals on their teams. The rough exterior they presented to their teams masked their determination to do right by their people. As a result of their outward spikiness, many people weren’t at their best in front of either of them; several didn’t want to work for them at all.
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