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PRAISE FOR BRINGING UP THE BOSS


“I only wish that Bringing Up the Boss had been around when I got my first promotion to manager. The tools in this book are accessible and easy-to-use—I immediately put them into practice on my own teams. This is required reading for first-time and senior managers.”


—Fiona Greig, President, JP Morgan Chase Institute


“In fast-growing start-ups, it’s up to managers to help guide their teams through constant change. Yet there are also many first-time managers who are often thrust into leadership roles with very little training and are unprepared for the new responsibilities that they will face. Rachel Pacheco expertly helps new managers learn the ropes with bite-sized lessons on how to effectively manage, lead, and inspire through change, particularly in high-growth start-ups.”


—Katherine Ryder, Founder & CEO, Maven Clinic


“Behind any great organization are strong managers who can motivate and inspire their teams. Over the course of my career, I’ve realized that the ability to do so is not innate, but learned. Bringing Up the Boss helps new and established managers quickly gain these skills and immediately apply them to their day-to-day.”


—Stephan Jacob, Cofounder & COO, Cotopaxi


“Start-ups are inherently crazy. Bringing Up the Boss is a great guide to help make them a little more sane by focusing on what managers in these high-growth companies need to do to succeed.”


—Andrew Savage, Founding Team & Head of Sustainability, Lime


“The lessons in Bringing Up the Boss are not unique to start-ups. Managers and leaders in the nonprofit world have needed an accessible book like this for years. Any person in a position of management will gain new insights and wisdom from this book.”


—Janet Dalziell, former International Director of People and Culture, Greenpeace


“When I started Wellthy, I quickly realized how challenging—and crucial—it is to train up new managers in a fast-growing environment. Bringing Up the Boss is required reading for leaders and managers alike, and especially for a person managing in a fast-growing company.”


—Lindsay Jurist-Rosner, Founder & CEO, Wellthy


“Over the course of my career, I’ve learned the key to any great ensemble is open communication and honest, thoughtful feedback. Bringing Up the Boss acts as my conductor’s score—instructing me how to do both and so much more. It’s full of easily digestible nuggets of wisdom for real-world application on and off the stage.”


—Joseph Conyers, Bassist, The Philadelphia Orchestra & Faculty, The Juilliard School


“Whether you’re managing dozens, a handful or just one employee, Bringing Up the Boss will help you sharpen the skills you need to build and maintain a strong, happy team.”


—Erin Lowry, author of the three-part BROKE MILLENNIAL series
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To my mom and dad.


Thanks for everything you’ve done to bring up this boss.









INTRODUCTION


A number of years ago, I joined a small and growing start-up as the chief people officer. During my first week of work, I had coffee with Sandy, an employee who had joined the company two years earlier when it was only five people.1 She was poised, knowledgeable about the business, phenomenal at the work she was hired to do . . . and totally freaking out. Sandy came on board fresh out of college, and now two years in, she was managing four new employees, some older than she. Earlier that day, she’d received her first upward performance review from her team, and the jury was in: Sandy was a terrible manager. Over oat-milk lattes, Sandy read me the litany of sins she had committed as a manager—most of them unbeknownst to her.


But was this a surprise? Sandy didn’t have any work experience outside of our company, and she definitely had never managed before. Moreover, Sandy didn’t have a skilled manager managing her, so she didn’t have anyone to emulate. And our little boot-strapped start-up didn’t exactly have tons and tons of money to send Sandy to a fancy management training or run a whole bunch of internal training programs. Sandy was desperately trying to keep her head above water as a manager and absolutely suffering in doing so. And even worse, Sandy’s team members were suffering as she staggered in the dark trying to manage them.


Sandy’s challenge is not unique.


Often, we are put into positions of management—especially in small and growing organizations—before we’re actually ready. Our organizations grow quickly, and we are expected to grow in our roles with just as much speed. We end up stumbling along and doing our best, but our best may make our teams miserable. In the start-ups and other organizations I’ve worked for over the years, I’ve seen this cycle repeated over and over again: Top performer gets promoted to manager, has no idea what to do, team members become unhappy and leave, and the new manager becomes unhappy and feels terrible about themselves and their job.2 Repeat cycle.


Being a manager is a huge responsibility. For better or worse, we play outsized roles in how our teams experience their days and their jobs. We have the power to help someone grow, develop, and thrive; we also have the power to overburden, confuse, and wreak havoc. Many of us have personally had the experience of a terrible boss. And many of us have left jobs—jobs that otherwise were fulfilling—because we’ve had a manager who was not just awful but also unbearable.




We have the power to help someone grow, develop, and thrive; we also have the power to overburden, confuse, and wreak havoc.





For the last fifteen years in my coaching, advising, and teaching, I’ve collected stories, experiences, and challenges that new managers face. In particular, I’ve focused on new managers in small and growing organizations who don’t have the resources of a large company. These organizations may not be able to train their managers, send their employees to courses, or hire fancy business-school graduates (not that a diploma from a business school means you’re a great manager—trust me). From these stories and challenges, I’ve developed a set of tools and best practices to help make the new manager’s job a little easier.


But in this endeavor, I’ve learned (unsurprisingly!) that folks outside of the business world also suffer from a whole bunch of bad bosses and often have access to even fewer tools to build their management muscles. While this book started as a love letter to new managers in start-ups, I’ve also included stories from lawyers, doctors, college administrators, government workers, and—my favorite—spouses about the management challenges that pop up in their unique settings.


I wrote this book during the spring and summer of 2020. I pitched the book two weeks after New York and many other cities fully shut down due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The first meeting with my publisher, Matt, was over Zoom during the height of the first surge in early April. Employees, managers, and organizations began grappling with the collision of their work and home lives in a way like never before. Weeks later, the murder of George Floyd and the following protests brought to light racial dynamics that organizations and managers finally began to openly reckon with.


Many friends and colleagues asked if I were going to include a chapter on virtual work, or one dedicated to racial equity given what was surrounding all of us during this time. But you’ll see that there isn’t a dedicated chapter on managing remotely or on building a diversity and inclusion strategy for your team. That’s because this whole book is written through one simple lens: how to manage across divides. This lens encompasses how to manage across geographic or temporal space as well as how to manage across differences. For example, strategies on how to manage in a way that is anti-racist and anti-oppressive aren’t bolted onto this book as an extra chapter. They’re built into each management lesson. Being a great manager means building an anti-oppressive and inclusive approach to the way you manage your teams across all components of management. Similarly, managing a team that is geographically dispersed and, even more so, managing through the uncertainty that results from the economic and health instability of a pandemic is not a single chapter. Being a great manager is ensuring that no matter where our teams are—over the computer, over the phone, or in person—they are being managed well.




Being a great manager is ensuring that no matter where our teams are—over the computer, over the phone, or in person—they are being managed well.





I hope you are able to use this book throughout your long management journey. As you will see, this book is less a novella and more a playbook. There will be some chapters that you can start using tomorrow. There will be other chapters that don’t feel immediately relevant but that you’ll come back to over time—for example, when you hire (or fire) your first team member or decide to promote a high performer. I hope this book becomes dog-eared, underlined, coffee stained, and passed around to other managers, colleagues, and friends who might also be struggling with the responsibility bestowed on them.


And though the responsibility of management is serious, the way I approach it is not. We’re all human. We’re all going to make mistakes as we manage. We all start out as terrible managers, but over time, we can grow into something great. The irreverence sprinkled throughout this book is to remind you that you will most definitely screw up—sometimes in hilarious ways. You’ll probably screw up so much at some point that a team member of yours will quit. Or you’ll be called a bad boss. This is to be expected.


So let’s jump into the saddle of this rewarding, messy, frustrating, fulfilling, and, at times, infuriating world of being a boss. Without further ado, I’m excited to begin my humble role as your Virgil on the quest to great management.









WHAT IS MANAGEMENT, AND WHY DO I NEED THIS BOOK?


I have a lot of conversations with executives from start-ups that go something like this:














	EXECUTIVE:


	Our managers have no idea what they are doing. We need manager training.







	ME:


	Well, what specific parts of managing are they most struggling with?







	EXECUTIVE:


	Managing.








Executives and managers want to learn what it takes to be a successful manager in the same ways that they learned how to program, how to design, and how to operate. They want something practical, something concrete, something they can use with their teams as quickly as possible. Perhaps they view learning to manage as a series of steps or tips that they can learn at a webinar or weekend management training. Simple, right? Well, not really.


It’s hard to learn to manage. The first reason is because management is a whole bunch of things. Managing is knowing how and when to have difficult conversations. Managing is structuring work and breaking down problems. Managing is setting clear expectations. Managing is developing an individual’s skills. Managing is giving critical and constructive feedback. Managing is motivating and incentivizing . . . The list goes on and on and on.
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In this book, I break management down into three main buckets: managing an individual, managing a team, and managing yourself.


In part one, Managing an Individual, we’ll cover three main areas:


•Performance: how to ensure that your team member has the skills, feedback, and guidance to effectively do their job. Think: How do I tell my team member that they are doing a downright stinky job on a project?


•Motivation: how to ensure that your team member is driven and inspired by their role. Think: Will my team member ever be happy with how much they are paid?


•Meaning: how you structure the work and role of your team member to ensure that they find meaning and fulfillment in their job and career. Think: What do I do when my team member asks, “Is this job fulfilling my life’s purpose?”


In part two, Managing a Team, we’ll look at two primary areas:


•Hiring and Firing: how to hire, recruit, onboard, and exit team members. Think: Holy moly, I have to fire someone, and I have no idea how.


•Team Dynamics: how to help your team build a great culture, make effective decisions, and operate as a group. Think: My team makes crazy decisions. Why?


And in the final section, Managing Yourself, we’ll discuss:


•Your Approach as a Manager: how you build and maintain the emotional fortitude to be a great manager, and how you think about your own career. Think: What do I do when everyone hates me because I’m their boss?


•Your Relationship to Your Boss: how to effectively manage your manager. Think: How do I work with a boss that drives me bananas?


We won’t go over every single area you will need to understand in order to be a great manager, but we’ll cover the most important ones. This book will give you a strong foundation for great management.


Now you know that management involves many different components that we will explore in this book. But there is another reason why learning how to manage is hard, and that’s the challenge of time. At this point in your career, you are probably great at learning things. You’ve learned how to do your job well, and you’ve possibly been promoted a number of times. But learning how to manage people is not like learning how to code or learning how to build a marketing segmentation or learning how to write a great legal brief.


That’s because you are likely facing a tension. Your organization is growing quickly, and you might be struggling to keep up with that growth. And learning how to manage takes time and just lots of practice. But often in fast-growing organizations, you don’t have the luxury of time or repetitions. This book is structured to help you become aware of and practice these management skills as quickly as possible.


In each chapter, we’ll talk about a management behavior that is critical to great management. For example, in chapter 1, we’ll learn that setting clear expectations is a fundamental behavior all managers must do. We’ll discuss why this behavior is important and why it might be hard to do. Often, we have subconscious biases or irrational tendencies that make it challenging for us to act in the most effective way possible. And often management behaviors feel counterintuitive to what we think is the right behavior. For example, more money may demotivate your team members instead of motivating them, a behavior that, on the surface, feels really wacky. Lastly—and here’s the important part—we’ll talk about how you can immediately start incorporating each management behavior into your day-to-day work.


Here’s the crux: Managing is a muscle that needs to be built up, trained, and flexed. Therefore, there are small actions you can immediately start taking to practice the management behavior, as well as templates that help you train that behavior until it becomes muscle memory. If you were an engineer, no one would expect you to memorize all of the product specifications on your first day of work. Similarly, it’s impossible to memorize the right script for a performance improvement conversation on day one of being a manager, yet we are expected to have those conversations anyway. That’s why there are sample guides and other tools throughout the book and in the appendix to help you try out these new skills immediately and keep working on them. What’s scary about managing is also what makes it rewarding: When you put these new behaviors into practice, you’ll immediately see results. For example, your team members may become more motivated, or your team may let you know that a communication you shared fell totally flat.


Basketball star (and former Georgetown Hoya) Allen Iverson once said, “We talking about practice, man.” But in management, your practice is also your game. So let’s lace up the sneaks, get on the court, and start playing.









PART I


MANAGING AN INDIVIDUAL
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PERFORMANCE


I remember the first hard conversation about performance I had when I became a new manager. One of my team members, Michael, was struggling to keep up with the pace of our work and with the rest of the team, and it fell on me to communicate that to him. I practiced the conversation in my head a whole bunch, and when I finally talked to Michael, I stumbled, I blabbed, and I quickly proved that my all-natural deodorant could not withstand a stress-inducing situation. I did a terrible job of telling Michael that he wasn’t performing up to standard and that he may not have been right for his role.


In hindsight, I realized that as a new manager, I hadn’t set clear expectations for him, given him constructive feedback, or supported his development. By the time I sat down with him to talk about his performance, there weren’t very many options left. I ultimately had to let Michael go, and no doubt about it, my poor management of his performance was a main cause of his failure. Don’t worry: Michael’s story ends well. After he left our little consulting firm, he went to Harvard Law School and became a clerk for a Supreme Court judge (yes, the Supreme Court). The firm, on the other hand, went bankrupt. Clearly, Michael came out on top.


One of your most important responsibilities as a manager is managing your team members’ performance. It’s hard to manage people who aren’t performing well. You’ll spend countless hours giving feedback, coaching them to improve, and repeatedly clarifying your expectations of their work. But it might be even harder to manage a team member who is blowing it out of the water. You’ll spend countless hours with the overperformers to ensure that they have plenty of autonomy and lots of responsibility. You’ll struggle to assign work that challenges them and reflects development goals they are inspired to work toward. Though few managers will admit it, every so often, you’ll wish for a team filled with solid B players. Mediocrity will let you breathe as a manager! Performance—both good and bad—will eat up a ton of your time, no two ways about it.


For the first part of our management journey, we are going to tackle performance. I’ll answer questions like: How can you make sure your team members are set up for performance success? How can you help turn the boat around when your team members hit rocky performance waters? How can you help your team members build the skills and capabilities necessary for great performance? And how can you make sure your personal grooming products are appropriate for hard performance conversations? (Well . . . maybe not that one.)









CHAPTER 1


GREAT EXPECTATIONS


One summer, on a muggy Sunday afternoon, my dear friend Sarah and I were out for a vigorous power walk. Typical of such walks, as we were pumping our arms and swinging our hips, we were also discussing life and love, and she shared this gem of a quote that her father coined: “An expectation unarticulated is a disappointment guaranteed.”1




An expectation unarticulated is a disappointment guaranteed.





This nugget of wisdom came up in the context of our dating lives, but, wow, it’s a powerful concept for management. One thing you may notice as you start to manage is how often you will open an email, get off a Zoom call, or sit in a presentation, and experience a pervasive sense of disappointment.


The internal dialogue in your mind might go something like this:


You spent a week working and this is what you have to show for it?


Or


Yikes—this is what you think client-ready looks like?


Or


How could you possibly think this is good?


Or


Not only did you miss the boat on this one, but you weren’t even in the harbor. Scratch that. You weren’t even in a coastal state. The boat was in South Carolina, and you were in Kansas.


One of the dirty little secrets of managing is that it is a profoundly frustrating and disappointing job. Your team members will often swing and totally whiff with regards to your expectations. You end up redoing their work, saying harsh things about their abilities, or writing them off as less competent than you thought. This effect is particularly frustrating in a start-up environment, where work moves quickly and everyone just needs to Get. Stuff. Done.


But the other dirty little secret of managing is that much of the disappointment is our own fault as managers. We are disappointed because we haven’t set and communicated clear, well-defined expectations for our people. Instead, our expectations go unarticulated.


Let me provide a little example to hammer home the point. Recently, a senior manager, Diane, came to me complaining about how a member of her sales team, Lalit, stunk at his job. Lalit didn’t follow up on sales leads that Diane talked about during meetings; Lalit came to check-in discussions with Diane with nothing to talk about; and Lalit never brought ideas to the group about how to expand their client footprint. In sum, Lalit wasn’t proactive, and Diane was super frustrated by him.


I’m sure you’re patting yourself on the back right now, thinking, I know the answer. I know why Diane failed as a manager. She never told Lalit to be proactive! Well, my friends, you’re wrong. Diane did tell Lalit multiple times that he should be more proactive. But she didn’t show him what it looks like to her when a team member is proactive. She didn’t clearly articulate her expectations for his behavior. Lalit was trying to be proactive but had no idea what Diane expected.


Expectation setting is one of the most important things you can do to be a great manager. It’s a simple concept, but many managers—especially first-time managers—don’t explicitly say what they want and need from their people. And when your team members are very junior (or it’s their first job), not setting clear expectations becomes even more detrimental to everyone’s success.


Don’t try to manage by mind reading: to be a great boss, you have to set clear, well-defined, and explicit expectations for your team members.




To be a great boss, you have to set clear, well-defined, and explicit expectations for your team members.





Before I get into the how of good expectation setting, I want to talk a little bit about why it’s hard to set expectations as a manager.


FEAR OF BEING A MICROMANAGER


You’re hip, you’re cool, you want everyone to like you, so you give your team freedom and flexibility. One of the reasons people love working for start-ups is that they don’t really have a “boss” per se—just a friendly, slightly older person who sometimes checks in on their work. You’re that person! In fact, you read once in a book—a book just like this one—that being hands-off is the best way to manage. You never want to be called a (gasp!) micromanager. You know how important it is to let people “figure things out” as opposed to telling them what to do. Your biggest fear is that your underlings will whisper about how you’re an uptight micromanager who controls their lives.


But guess what? You’re giving your people significant anxiety because they have no idea what to do. Micromanaging and setting clear expectations are very different beasts. In a totally unscientific study I conducted of ten junior people, I found that ten of them craved clearer direction from their manager and zero people wished their manager were vaguer and more wishy-washy about what she wanted.


It’s true that working for a micromanager really stinks. They creepily hover over your laptop and, at times, grab your mouse to make direct changes to your work. My least favorite micromanager used to email me constantly throughout the day asking if my assignment was done. I wanted to say, “Dude, I’m spending so much time updating you on my progress that I have no time to actually get any work done.”


A great manager sets clear expectations for what the team is looking to achieve and then lets her team member figure out the steps to get there; a micromanager insists on walking up every step with you while holding your hand and telling you where to place your foot and cautioning you that the step might be wet and insisting that you wear galoshes in case it gets wetter and then just decides that you shouldn’t walk up the steps at all and she’ll just do it for you.


So, no, micromanaging isn’t the goal. Painting a clear picture of what “good” looks like is. Get over your fear of being a micromanager and be clear with what you want from your people.




Micromanaging isn’t the goal. Painting a clear picture of what “good” looks like is.





THE DUNNING-KRUGER EFFECT


The second reason why we struggle to set clear expectations is not our fault. It’s a subconscious psychological bias called the Dunning-Kruger effect. (Note: this is also a great excuse in a relationship. When your partner yells at you for expecting them to be a mind reader, say, “It’s not my fault. I’m experiencing a subconscious psychological bias!”) This effect is named for the psychologists David Dunning and Justin Kruger, who found that newbies are overly confident in their ability to complete a task and will underestimate the time it takes to do it.2 It also states that an expert will assume that a task that is easy for her to perform is also easy for others to complete.


So when you assign a junior employee a task that you think is easy, quick to do, and doesn’t need explicit instructions, your biases may be getting in the way. You need to remind yourself that the tasks you’ve done hundreds of times may not be self-explanatory for your people. And you must also recognize that your people may erroneously think that they don’t need more time or a deeper explanation to complete the task because of their own subconscious biases about their ability to do the task at hand.
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You consciously avoid setting expectations because you don’t want to micromanage, and you subconsciously don’t set expectations because you think your employees already know exactly what to do and how to do it.
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Before I keep rambling on about where else cognitive biases wreak havoc in our lives, let’s talk about the how: How do you set clear expectations for your team members?


You set clear expectations by always answering the following four questions:


1.What’s the objective or end goal?


2.What does good look like?


3.What’s the timing?


4.What are examples (if possible)?
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When you give your team member an assignment, explicitly answer all of these questions. In fact, I would suggest writing down the answers to these questions, as it forces you to truly articulate what you expect. If you can’t answer these questions, it might indicate that either the task isn’t necessary or that you have no idea what you want out of this work.


These questions are a helpful framework to guide how you give instructions, but they aren’t foolproof. Where do I see this approach falling down? No one would dispute the value of setting clear timelines, yet managers often don’t want to tell people when an assignment is due or when they need a first draft. This comes back to the fear of micromanaging: For many of us, it’s uncomfortable telling people exactly when we want something. We ask them when they think they can have it done, and we may not assert when we actually need it. The long-term result can be that you foster a team culture that is indifferent about deadlines. So be explicit about timing. You’ll thank me later.


To sum up, dear reader, as a first-time manager, set clear expectations for your people. And when you think your expectations are clear enough, go back and make them even clearer. Push against the fear of having people think you’re bossy or a micromanager. Your employees want to know what you expect and want to know what good looks like in your mind. And if you aren’t clear about what you expect, expect to be disappointed.




Set clear expectations for your people. And when you think your expectations are clear enough, go back and make them even clearer.





TL;DR


•Often, we don’t articulate what we expect from our team members; this leads to disappointment, frustration, and feeling like our team members are incompetent.


•We don’t set expectations because we’re afraid of people thinking we’re micromanagers; and we overestimate the abilities and competence of junior people.


•The solution is simple: Each time we assign a task or action, we should articulate why the task is necessary and its overall objective, define what good looks like, and state when we want the work done. If possible, we should provide examples of similar work.


•Continue to provide feedback when expectations aren’t met and encourage our employees to speak up if they have questions about the expectations of an assignment.









CHAPTER 2


FEEDBACK IS LIKE UNDERWEAR: IT’S A GIFT YOU NEED, MAYBE NOT ONE YOU WANT


You’ve mastered the first—and potentially most fundamental—principle of being a great manager: setting clear expectations. Yet even with the absolute clearest and best-articulated expectations, your team members will still sometimes mess up, whiff the ball, miss the boat, and shoot a total brick. On the other hand, sometimes, your team members will hit it out of the park and cause you to beam with the pride of an overprotective, yuppie mother watching her firstborn receive a yellow participation ribbon during the kindergarten Olympics.


Either scenario warrants the next most important principle of being a great manager: giving well-structured feedback. If you’re silently groaning right now, you’re not alone. We hear all the time that feedback is important, that we should do it, and that our organizations value it. But in reality, we avoid giving feedback, and we avoid receiving it. When feedback does occur, it’s poorly handled, confusing, and makes us feel as awkward as we felt at our first boy-girl dance in seventh grade. In this chapter, I’m going to convince you why feedback is so important, why it’s so hard to give and receive, and most importantly, how to be a great giver and receiver of well-structured, effective feedback.
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Let’s start with a feedback story.


My first job out of college was at a management consulting firm. Clearly, I was well prepared for it since my work experience, at the time, amounted to a junior-year internship at a bank. I excelled at this internship given that my primary responsibilities were delivering holiday presents to clients around downtown Washington, DC, finding good lunch options with my fellow intern friend, Natalie, and selecting a “work outfit” from my college wardrobe. Sensing sarcasm? Yes. I actually had zero relevant experience for life at a consulting firm. Much to my chagrin, my first manager at this firm was a guy named Josh Hardy, who the other first-year consultants called “No Party Josh Hardy.” That’s because he took everything so seriously, despite being a mere one year older than us. All of my consultant friends were buddy-buddy with their managers, but Josh was like an unsuccessful mullet: business in the front . . . and business in the back.


Josh constantly told me what I was doing wrong, even things that I thought were trivial (or, dare I say, petty). For example, did Josh really have to harp on the fact that I used different color schemes in a PowerPoint deck or that my boxes on a slide weren’t perfectly left aligned? Or what was the big deal when I showed up ten minutes late to an internal meeting? I had been a rower in college—showing up ten minutes late to morning classes was early in my book. Or the one that really got my goat: Did it really matter if and how I took notes during meetings? Hadn’t I evolved past note taking when I graduated from school? Why did Josh constantly make me fix my meeting notes?


Yet, over the years, I have come to appreciate and be truly grateful for Josh Hardy. When I started my first job, I was a terrible consultant. I had no idea what I was doing and did some pretty bonehead things. But along with many other things, Josh took my development seriously and was a constant and effective giver of constructive feedback, despite my aversion to receiving that feedback. Josh made little tweaks in real time to how I did my work, how I helped or hindered the team, and how I interacted with our clients. I know that Josh’s little tweaks changed my long-term career trajectory—little tweaks early on in someone’s career have a huge impact later on.




Little tweaks early on in someone’s career have a huge impact later on.





A graph best illustrates this:
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It’s much harder to change someone’s behavior after they’ve been doing it for years and years and years.


So, dear reader, to be a great manager, you must give constructive, well-structured, and frequent feedback. The power and responsibility you have in setting your team members on the right trajectory early on in their career is huge: Without feedback, your team members will not change those behaviors that, over time, may impede their professional and personal development. Without feedback, my twenty-one-year-old self’s knuckleheaded habits would have been allowed to flourish.




To be a great manager, you must give constructive, well-structured, and frequent feedback.





But, you say, it’s super awkward to give constructive feedback, especially when the person you’re giving feedback to might be your age (or, even more awkwardly, older than you). You’re probably not even 100 percent comfortable in your own job yet. You know you have tons of areas to improve upon, and you likely have a manager who might not be giving you the feedback you need to develop. What right do you have in telling someone else that what they’re doing is wrong?


And to make matters worse, you want to be liked. You want to be accepted by others and not thrown out of your tribe. It’s human instinct and rightfully so. With liking comes trust, closer collaboration, better communication, and a whole bunch of other wonderful benefits. You fear that if you give feedback, especially feedback that you think might hurt someone’s feelings, your team members won’t like you. You will be the mean manager.


Let me share a quick story about the so-called mean manager. Justine was the VP of operations at a start-up. She had a team member, Vit, who was falling short in a few areas of his work. Though his shortcomings frustrated Justine, she didn’t give Vit feedback about them because he was new, and she didn’t want to upset him and make him think she was a mean boss. She wanted to be liked. Well, fast-forward three months: the start-up’s CEO saw that Vit was not improving and could not get the job done as needed. The CEO talked to Justine, and they decided that Vit’s performance wasn’t up to standard and that he would have to leave the company because of his poor performance. When Justine sat Vit down to share the news, Vit was totally shocked. He thought he was doing a great job. If he hadn’t been performing well, why hadn’t Justine told him sooner? How could Justine not have given him any feedback for three months?


Who’s the mean manager now?


Not only do you have the right to tell someone when they aren’t meeting the mark, but also you have the obligation to give feedback to those you manage. Helping your team members build the muscle of feedback and helping to reduce defensiveness in receiving constructive remarks is critical to building an anti-oppressive culture on your team. We often are so worried about stepping on toes, protecting feelings, and experiencing a little discomfort that we end up promoting a culture that is not focused on growth, progress, and inclusiveness. We inadvertently hold back our team members when we don’t give feedback. And guess what? The feedback you give is going to be awkward, and it’s going to be uncomfortable, and that’s life. You still have to do it.




The feedback you give is going to be awkward, and it’s going to be uncomfortable, and that’s life. You still have to do it.





Now you know the importance of feedback, and you’re ready to override your fear of hurting your team’s feelings or not being liked. The next question is, how do you give great feedback?


Great feedback is feedback that is clear, structured, data-driven, and changes or reinforces a behavior. Great feedback is kind and empathetic, as it comes from a desire to help the recipient improve and develop. Great feedback is timely and to the point. Great feedback can be constructive or positive.


THE SUPER-SIMPLE, REALLY OBVIOUS FEEDBACK PROCESS


Well-structured feedback follows a simple process.1 Take a look at the next page to see how it works.


You might wonder what makes this process so powerful.


First, you’re starting from a place of data (“I observed that you joined the meeting ten minutes late”) as opposed to a place of judgment (“It’s bad when you join meetings late”). Starting with data immediately brings the emotion down in a feedback conversation and helps the receiver of feedback be less defensive and more receptive to what you’re about to say. It also leaves room for an alternative explanation. The feedback recipient might have been called into an emergency tête-à-tête with the chairperson of the board, which caused them to show up ten minutes late to your meeting.


[image: ]


Second, you’re illustrating how the behavior impacts you, the team, or the client, thus helping the individual understand why this feedback is important. Going back to the example of my twenty-one-year-old self, Josh Hardy explained that different color schemes in my PowerPoint decks were not ideal because a client could interpret the different colors as a lack of attention to detail—which might make the client call into question our attention to detail in our financial models. Wow. That is far more powerful than just being told to change colors in a deck.


The last thing that makes this process so powerful is you’re suggesting a change in behavior. Before you give any feedback, think about what this person could do differently to alter their behavior. If you can’t think of anything, should you be giving the feedback? This last step creates accountability and ensures that the feedback you’re giving is not “personal” (i.e., is not so closely connected to a person’s identity that they can’t change their behavior).


Let me further illustrate this last point. As we discussed, some people feel awkward giving feedback, but there are others who are almost eager to criticize. They get on their high horses when giving feedback and believe that they have license to discuss absolutely everything and anything. You know this person—the friend or coworker who rips into who you are as a person in the spirit of “transparency and honesty.” The person who gives you feedback about how you’re terrible at such-and-such because they just care about you so much. Does talking to this person usually make you feel better or motivate you to change yourself in any way? I’d bet not.


Effective feedback requires a clear example of how the individual can change or continue the specific behavior you are commenting on. For example, let’s say I tell a team member, Mark, that his Boston accent lacks the refinement we want on our client-facing team. I use a well-structured and data-driven approach and feel proud of myself for having a difficult conversation and giving honest feedback. Mark leaves the feedback conversation confused and hurt: His accent is a part of who he is as a person. He can’t all of a sudden start articulating his r’s. The feedback I gave was not actionable.




Effective feedback requires a clear example of how the individual can change or continue the specific behavior you are commenting on.





Now let’s rewind. Instead of criticizing his accent, I could give Mark feedback that he could slow down when he speaks, in case others are not able to follow. I could give Mark the suggestion of practicing his presentations with a timer to quantitatively measure how quickly he is speaking. Or I could give the suggestion that Mark repeatedly pause during a presentation to ask the audience if they have any questions or need a point repeated. This last step—suggesting a change in behavior—shows that as a manager you care about your team member improving and developing.
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their reaction is
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in for observed
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“Moving forward,
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so we can figure
out if you need
additional support.”
“|s there anything
else | can do to
help you with
meeting these
deadlines2”
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MORE INFO PLEASE

EXAMPLE

1. What's the objective or
end goal2

Why do you need or
want this2

What are we trying to
achieve with this work?

What impact will it have
on the team, project,
client, or customer?

“I'd like a weekly work plan
that helps me see the status
of each component of your
work in one place. It helps
me to quickly see where we
are behind or on schedule
without having to constantly
email you for an update. It
also allows us to see how
delays may impact other
pieces of work.”

2. What does good look
like®

What defines success
for this activity or
deliverable?

How specific can you
be about what a quality
product looks like?

“A good work plan clearly
shows detailed activities,
who is doing what, and the
expected timing for each of
those activities. Additionally,
it highlights where we are
behind schedule or might
run into issues. My strong
preference is for this fo be in
a GANTT chart.”

3. What's the timing?

When do you need the
output by?

When do you want to
see a first draft2

In what state (e.g.,
client-ready, draft form)2

“Moving forward, I'd like to
see the work plan updated
every week and for you to
send it to me twenty-four
hours before our weekly
check-ins. Please send

me your draft work plan
tomorrow so that | know
you're going in the right
direction.”

4. What are examples, if
possible?

Share other work
product, information,
or content to support
employee.

Share some work plans that
you've used in the past.
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