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ARE YOU A GOOD BOSS—OR A GREAT ONE?

“Am | good
enough?”

“am | ready?

This is my big opportu,nity,
but now I’m not sure I’'m

prepared.”

These thoughts plagued Jason, an experienced
manager, as he lay awake one night fretting about
a new position he’d taken. For more than five years
he had run a small team of developers in Boston.
They produced two highly successful lines of engi-
neering textbooks for the education publishing arm
of a major media conglomerate. On the strength of
his reputation as a great manager of product devel-
opment, he’d been chosen by the company to take
over an online technical-education start-up based in
London.

Jason arrived at his new office on a Monday morn-
ing, excited and confident, but by the end of his first
week he was beginning to wonder whether he was
up to the challenge. In his previous work he had led
people who’d worked together before and required
coordination but little supervision. There were prob-
lems, of course, but nothing like what he’d discov-
ered in this new venture. Key members of his group
barely talked to one another. Other publishers in
the company, whose materials and collaboration he
desperately needed, angrily viewed his new group
as competition. The goals he’d been set seemed
impossible—the group was about to miss some early
milestones—and a crucial partnership with an out-
side organization had been badly, perhaps irretriev-
ably, damaged. On top of all that, his boss, who was
located in New York, offered little help. “That’s why
you’re there” was the typical response whenever Ja-
son described a problem. By Friday he was worried
about living up to the expectations implied in that
response.

Do Jason’s feelings sound familiar? Such mo-
ments of doubt and even fear may and often do come
despite years of management experience. Any num-
ber of events can trigger them: An initiative you’re
running isn’t going as expected. Your people aren’t
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performing as they should. You hear talk
in the group that “the real problem here is
lack of leadership.” You think you’re doing fine until
you, like Jason, receive a daunting new assignment.
You’re given a lukewarm performance review. Or one
day you simply realize that you’re no longer growing
and advancing—you’re stuck.

Most Managers Stop

Working on Themselves

The whole question of how managers grow and ad-
vance is one we’ve studied, thought about, and lived
with for years. As a professor working with high
potentials, MBAs, and executives from around the
globe, Linda meets people who want to contribute
to their organizations and build fulfilling careers. As
an executive, Kent has worked with managers at all
levels of both private and public organizations. All
our experience brings us to a simple but troubling
observation: Most bosses reach a certain level of
proficiency and stop there—short of what they could
and should be.

We’ve discussed this observation with count-
less colleagues, who almost without exception have
seen what we see: Organizations usually have a few
great managers, some capable ones, a horde of me-
diocre ones, some poor ones, and some awful ones.
The great majority of people we work with are well-
intentioned, smart, accomplished individuals. Many
progress and fulfill their ambitions. But too many
derail and fail to live up to their potential. Why? Be-
cause they stop working on themselves.

Managers rarely ask themselves, “How good
am I?” and “Do I need to be better?” unless they’re
shocked into it. When did you last ask those ques-
tions? On the spectrum of great to awful bosses,
where do you fall?
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Idea in Brief

Many managers underesti-
mate the transformational
challenges of their roles—
or they become complacent
and stop growing and im-
proving. At best they learn
to get by; at worst they
become terrible bosses.
Sometimes even the best of
them suffer doubts and fears
despite years of manage-

Three imperatives can
guide managers on their
journey to becoming great
bosses: (1) Manage yourself.
Productive influence comes
from people’s trust in your
competence and character.
(2) Manage your network.
The organization as a whole
must be engaged to create
the conditions for your own

(3) Manage your team. Effec-
tive managers forge a high-
performing “we” out of all
the individuals who report
to them.

Constant and probing
self-assessment across
these three imperatives is
essential, the authors write.
They include a useful assess-
ment tool to help readers get

ment experience.

and your team’s success.

started.

Managers in new assignments usually start out
receptive to change. The more talented and ambi-
tious ones choose stretch assignments, knowing that
they’ll have much to learn at first. But as they settle
in and lose their fear of imminent failure, they often
grow complacent. Every organization has its ways of
doing things—policies, standard practices, and un-
spoken guidelines, such as “promote by seniority”
and “avoid conflict.” Once they’re learned, managers
often use them to get by—to “manage” in the worst
sense of the word.

It doesn’t help that a majority of the organizations
we see offer their managers minimal support and
rarely press the experienced ones to improve. Few
expect more of their leaders than short-term results,
which by themselves don’t necessarily indicate real
management skill.

In our experience, however, the real culprit is
neither managerial complacency nor organizational
failure: It is a lack of understanding. When bosses
are questioned, it’s clear that many of them have
stopped making progress because they simply don’t
know how to.

Do you understand what’s required to be-
come truly effective? Too often managers under-
estimate how much time and effort it takes to keep
growing and developing. Becoming a great boss is
a lengthy, difficult process of learning and change,
driven mostly by personal experience. Indeed, so
much time and effort are required that you can think
of the process as a journey—a journey of years.

What makes the journey especially arduous s that
thelessons involved cannot be taught. Leadership is
using yourself as an instrument to get things done
in the organization, so it is about self-development.
There are no secrets and few shortcuts. You and ev-
ery other manager must learn the lessons yourself,
based on your own experience as a boss. If you don’t
understand the nature of the journey, you’re more

likely to pause or lose hope and tell yourself, “I can’t
do this” or “I’'m good enough already.”

Do you understand what you’re trying to at-
tain? We all know how disorganized, fragmented,
and even chaotic every manager’s workdays are.
Given this reality, which is intensifying as work and
organizations become more complex and fluid, how
can you as a boss do anything more than cope with
what comes at you day by day?

To deal with the chaos, you need a clear under-
lying sense of what’s important and where you and
your group want to be in the future. You need a men-
tal model that you can lay over the chaos and into
which you can fit all the messy pieces as they come
at you. This way of thinking begins with a straight-
forward definition: Management is responsibility for
the performance of a group of people.

It’s a simple idea, yet putting it into practice is
difficult, because management is defined by respon-
sibility but done by exerting influence. To influence
others you must make a difference not only in what
they do but also in the thoughts and feelings that
drive their actions. How do you actually do this?

To answer that question, you need an overarch-
ing, integrated way of thinking about your work as
a manager. We offer an approach based on studies
of management practice, our own observations, and
our knowledge of where managers tend to go wrong.
We call it the three imperatives: Manage yourself.
Manage your network. Manage your team.

Is this the only way to describe management?
No, of course not. But it’s clear, straightforward, and,
above all, focused on what managers must actually
do. People typically think of “management” as just
the third imperative, but today all three are critical
to success. Together they encompass the crucial
activities that effective managers must perform to
influence others. Mastering them is the purpose of
your journey.
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ARE YOU A GOOD BOSS—OR A GREAT ONE?

Manage Yourself
Management begins with you, because who you are
as a person, what you think and feel, the beliefs and
values that drive your actions, and especially how
you connect with others all matter to the people you
must influence. Every day those people examine ev-
ery interaction with you, your every word and deed,
to uncover your intentions. They ask themselves,
“Can I trust this person?” How hard they work, their
level of personal commitment, their willingness to
accept your influence, will depend in large part on
the qualities they see in
you. And their percep-
tions will determine
the answer to this
fundamental question
every manager must
ask: Am I someone who
can influence others
productively?

Who you are shows
up most clearly in the re-
lationships you form with
others, especially those for whom you’re responsi-
ble. It’s easy to get those crucial relationships wrong.
Effective managers possess the self-awareness and
self-management required to get them right.

José, adepartment head, told us of two managers
who worked for him in the marketing department of
alarge maker of durable goods. Both managers were
struggling to deliver the results expected of their
groups. Both, it turned out, were creating dysfunc-
tional relationships. One was frankly ambivalent
about being “the boss” and hated it when people re-
ferred to him that way. He wanted to be liked, so he
tried to build close personal relationships. He would
say, in effect, “Do what I ask because we’re friends.”
That worked for a while until, for good reasons, he
had to turn down one “friend” for promotion and
deny another one a bonus. Naturally, those people
felt betrayed, and their dissatisfaction began to poi-
son the feelings of everyone else in the group.

The other manager took the opposite approach.
With her it was all business. No small talk or reach-
ing out to people as people. For her, results mattered,
and she’d been made the boss because she was the
one who knew what needed to be done; it was the
job of her people to execute. Not surprisingly, her
message was always “Do what I say because I'm
the boss.” She was effective—until people began
leaving.

Trust
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is the foundation

of all form .
other than coercion.

need to foster it.

If productive influence doesn’t arise from be-
ing liked (“I’'m your friend!”) or from fear (“I'm the
boss!”), where does it come from? From people’s
trust in you as a manager. That trust has two com-
ponents: belief in your competence (you know what
to do and how to do it) and belief in your character
(your motives are good and you want your people to
do well).

Trust is the foundation of all forms of influence
other than coercion, and you need to conduct your-
self with others in ways that foster it.
Management really does begin with who
you are as a person.

Manage Your Network
We once talked to Kim, the head of a
software company division, just as he
was leaving a meeting of a task force
consisting of his peers. He had pro-
posed a new way of handling interdivi-
sional sales, which he believed would
increase revenue by encouraging each
division to cross-sell other divisions’ prod-
ucts. At the meeting he’d made an extremely
well-researched, carefully reasoned, and even
compelling case for his proposal—which the group
rejected with very little discussion. “How many of
these people did you talk to about your proposal
before the meeting?” we asked. None, it turned out.
“But I anticipated all their questions and objections,”
he protested, adding with some bitterness, “It’s just
politics. If they can’t see what’s good for the com-
pany and them, I can’t help them.”

Many managers resist the need to operate ef-
fectively in their organizations’ political environ-
ments. They consider politics dysfunctional—a sign
the organization is broken—and don’t realize that
it unavoidably arises from three features inherent
in all organizations: division of labor, which creates
disparate groups with disparate and even conflicting
goals and priorities; interdependence, which means
that none of those groups can do their work without
the others; and scarce resources, for which groups
necessarily compete. Obviously, some organizations
handle the politics better than others, but conflict
and competition among groups are inevitable. How
do they get resolved? Through organizational influ-
ence. Groups whose managers have influence tend
to get what they need; other groups don’t.

Unfortunately, many managers deal with conflict
by trying to avoid it. “I hate company politics!” they

s of influence
You
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say. “Just let me do my job.” But effective managers

know they cannot turn away. Instead, with integrity
and for good ends, they proactively engage the or-
ganization to create the conditions for their success.
They build and nurture a broad network of ongoing

relationships with those they need and those who

need them; that is how they influence people over
whom they have no formal authority. They also take

responsibility for making their boss, a key member of
their network, a source of influence on their behalf.

Manage Your Team

As a manager, Wei worked closely with each of her
people, who were spread across the U.S. and the Far
East. But she rarely called a virtual group meeting,
and only once had her group met face-to-face. “In
my experience,” she told us, “meetings online or in
person are usually a waste of time. Some people do
all the yakking, others stay silent, and not much gets
done. It’s a lot more efficient for me to work with
each person and arrange for them to coordinate when
that’s necessary.” It turned out, though, that she was
spending all her time “coordinating,” which included
a great deal of conflict mediation. People under her
seemed to be constantly at odds, vying for the scarce
resources they needed to achieve their disparate
goals and complaining about what others were or
were not doing.

Too many managers overlook the possibilities of
creating a real team and managing their people as a
whole. They don’t realize that managing one-on-one
is just not the same as managing a
group and that they can influence
individual behavior much more
effectively through the group, be-
cause most of us are social crea-
tures who want to fit in and be
accepted as part of the team. How
do you make the people who
work for you, whether on a proj-
ect or permanently, into a real
team—a group of people who are
mutually committed to a com-
mon purpose and the goals related to that purpose?

To do collective work that requires varied skills,
experience, and knowledge, teams are more cre-
ative and productive than groups of individuals who
merely cooperate. In a real team, members hold
themselves and one another jointly accountable.
They share a genuine conviction that they will suc-
ceed or fail together. A clear and compelling purpose,

and concrete goals and plans based on that purpose,
are critical. Without them no group will coalesce into
areal team.

Team culture is equally important. Members
need to know what’s required of them collectively
and individually; what the team’s values, norms,
and standards are; how members are expected to
work together (what kind of conflict is acceptable
or unacceptable, for example); and how they should
communicate. It’s your job to make sure they have
all this crucial knowledge.

Effective managers also know that even in a co-
hesive team they cannot ignore individual members.
Every person wants to be a valued member of a group
and needs individual recognition. You must be able
to provide the attention members need, but always
in the context of the team.

And finally, effective managers know how to lead
a team through the work it does day after day—
including the unplanned problems and opportuni-
ties that frequently arise—to make progress toward
achieving their own and the team’s goals.

Be Clear on How You’re Doing

The three imperatives will help you influence both
those who work for you and those who don’t. Most
important, they provide a clear and actionable road
map for your journey. You must master them to be-
come a fully effective manager.

These imperatives are not simply distinct mana-
gerial competencies. They are tightly integrated ac-
tivities, each of which depends on the others. Get-

ting your person-to-person
relationships right is critical
to building a well-functioning
team and giving its individual
members the attention they
need. A compelling team pur-
pose, bolstered by clear goals
and plans, is the foundation
for a strong network, and a net-
work is indispensable for reach-
ing your team’s goals.
Knowing where you’re go-
ing is only the first half of what’s
required. You also need to know at all
times where you are on your journey and
what you must do to make progress. We’re all aware
that the higher you rise in an organization, the less
feedback you get about your performance. You have
to be prepared to regularly assess yourself.
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ARE YOU A GOOD BOSS—OR A GREAT ONE?

Are you performing all the activities necessary to be an effective boss?

. . 1 NEED TO MAKE THIS IS A
To get some sense of where you stand, assess yourself on the following questions: PROGRESS STRENGTH
1. Do you use your formal THIS IS A STRENGTH IF you consider it a useful tool but not your primary 1 2 3 4 5
authority effectively? means of influencing others. You make clear why you do what you do—and

even share your authority with others when possible and appropriate. You
focus more on the responsibilities that come with authority than on the
personal privileges it provides.

2. Do you create thoughtful THIS IS A STRENGTH IF your relationships are rich in human connections 1 2 3 4 5
but not overly personal but always focused on the purpose and goals of the team and the organi-
relationships? zation. You avoid trying to influence people by befriending them.

3. Do others trust you as a THIS IS A STRENGTH IF people, particularly your own, believe in your 1 2 3 4 5
manager? competence, intentions, and values. You demonstrate concern for their

individual success.

4. Do you exercise your THIS IS A STRENGTH IF you consistently identify stakeholders, weigh their 1 2 3 4 5
influence ethically? interests, and try to mitigate any harm that your actions may cause as
you attempt to accomplish a greater good.

. Do you systematica THIS IS A STRENGTH IF you are always aware of which people and groups 1 2 3 4 5
5 you sy: ically I f which le and
. . you and your team depend on, and vice versa, as circumstances change.
w identify those who should d d d d vi i h
| be inyour network?
E 6. Do you proactively build THIS IS A STRENGTH IF you create and sustain relationships with those in 1 2 3 a4 5
b3 P your network, connect frequently with them, and support their needs.
o and maintain your network? k f ly with th d hei d
=2
g 7. Do you use your network to  THIS IS A STRENGTH IF you protect your team from distractions and mis- 1 2 3 4 5
rovide the protection an understandings, use your network to solve problems inside and outside
w provide the p i d d ding: Vi k lve problems inside and id
‘<5 resources your team needs? the team, and secure the funds, people, and other resources it needs.
Z
g 8. Do you use your network THIS IS A STRENGTH IF you form coalitions of network members to sup- 1 2 3 4 5
to accomplish your team’s port your team’s goals and help others in your network achieve theirs.
> Your network colleagues believe in your competence and character.
goals? k coll believe i d ch
. Do you define and con- THIS IS A STRENGTH IF you've defined your team’s purpose and the goals, 1 2 3 4 5
9 you defi d ’ve defined i d th 1

stantly refine your team’s strategies, and actions that will take you there. You constantly gather

vision for the future? information, discuss your plans with others, and refine your ideas.

10. Do you clarify roles, work  THIS IS A STRENGTH IF your people feel a strong sense of “we”—that 1 2 3 a4 5
rules, team culture, and they’re all pulling together toward the same worthwhile goals. They know
> g how they individually contribute and what the team’s work involves. They

feedback about perfor- receive regular feedback from you.
mance for your team?
11. Do you know and manage  THIS IS A STRENGTH IF you interact equitably with all team members 1 2 3 a 5

MANAGE YOUR TEAM

your people as individuals  individually. You delegate, strive to help people grow, and constantly
assess their performance. You hire people who both fit the team and

?
20 el L L A add diversity, and you deal with performance issues quickly.

12. Do you use daily activities  THIS IS A STRENGTH IF you regularly consider how every problem, 1 2 3 4 5
and problems to pursue obligation, or event can help you build your team, make progress on

the three imperatives? its goals, develop people, and strengthen your network.

HOW DID YOU DO? Did your responses cover the whole range from 1 to 5? If you consistently assessed yourself at 3 or above,
you should be skeptical. In our experience, few bosses merit high ratings across the board. Did you give yourself mostly 3s?

Take care not to hide in the middle, telling yourself, “I’'m OK—not great, but not failing either.” And don’t be satisfied to stay
there. “Im not failing” is the watchword of those who are comfortable—and stuck.
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Too many managers seem to assume that de-
velopment happens automatically. They have only
a vague sense of the goal and of where they stand
in relation to it. They tell themselves, “I'm doing all
right” or “As I take on more challenges, I’ll get better.”
Consequently, those managers fall short. There’s no
substitute for routinely taking a look at yourself and
how you’re doing. (The exhibit “Measuring Yourself
on the Three Imperatives” will help you do this.)

Don’t be discouraged if you find several areas in
which you could do better. No manager will meet all
the standards implicit in the three imperatives. The
goal is not perfection. It’s developing the strengths
you need for success and compensating for any fa-
tal shortcomings. Look at your strengths and weak-
nesses in the context of your organization. What
knowledge and skills does it—or will it—need to
reach its goals? How can your strengths help it move
forward? Given its needs and priorities, what weak-
nesses must you address right away? The answers
become your personal learning goals.

What You Can Do Right Now

Progress will come only from your work experience:
from trying and learning, observing and interacting
with others, experimenting, and sometimes pushing
yourself beyond the bounds of comfort—and then
assessing yourself on the three imperatives again
and again. Above all, take responsibility for your own
development; ultimately, all development is self-
development.

You won’t make progress unless you consciously
act. Before you started a business, you would draw
up a business plan broken into manageable steps
with milestones; do the same as you think about
your journey. Set personal goals. Solicit feedback
from others. Take advantage of company training
programs. Create a network of trusted advisers, in-
cluding role models and mentors. Use your strengths
to seek out developmental experiences. We know
you’ve heard all this advice before, and it is good ad-
vice. But what we find most effective is building the
learning into your daily work.

For this purpose we offer a simple approach we
call prep, do, review.

Prep. Begin each morning with a quick preview
of the coming day’s events. For each one, ask your-
self how you can use it to develop as a manager and
in particular how you can work on your specific
learning goals. Consider delegating a task you would
normally take on yourself and think about how you

might do that—to whom, what questions you should
ask, what boundaries or limits you should set, what
preliminary coaching you might provide. Apply the
same thinking during the day when a problem comes
up unexpectedly. Before taking any action, step back
and consider how it might help you become better.
Stretch yourself. If you don’t move outside familiar
patterns and practice new approaches, you’re un-
likely to learn.

Do. Take whatever action is required in your
daily work, and as you do, use the new and different
approaches you planned. Don’t lose your resolve. For
example, if you tend to cut off conflict in a meeting,
even constructive conflict, force yourselfto hold back
so that disagreement can be expressed and worked
through. Step in only if the discussion becomes per-
sonal or points of view are being stifled. The ideas
that emerge may lead you to a better outcome.

Review. After the action, examine what you did
and how it turned out. This is where learning actu-
ally occurs. Reflection is critical, and it works best if
you make it a regular practice. For example, set aside
time toward the end of each day—perhaps on your
commute home. Which actions worked well? What
might you have done differently? Replay conversa-
tions. Compare what you did with what you might
have done if you were the manager you aspire to be.
Where did you disappoint yourself, and how did that
happen? Did you practice any new behaviors or oth-
erwise make progress on your journey?

Some managers keep notes about how they spent
their time, along with thoughts about what they
learned. One CEO working on a corporate globaliza-
tion strategy told us he’d started recording every Fri-
day his reflections about the past week. Within six
weeks, he said, he’d developed greater discipline to
say no to anything “not on the critical path,” which
gave him time to spend with key regulators and to
jump-start the strategy.

If you still need to make progress on your journey,
that should spur you to action, not discourage you.
You can become what you want and need to be. But
you must take personal responsibility for mastering
the three imperatives and assessing where you are
now. © HBR Reprint R1101K

Linda A. Hill is the Wallace Brett Donham Professor

of Business Administration at Harvard Business
School. Kent Lineback spent many years as a manager
and an executive in business and government. They are
the coauthors of Being the Boss: The 3 Imperatives for
Becoming a Great Leader (Harvard Business Review Press,
2011), from which this article is adapted.
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