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But not anymore.
By applying simple techniques you too can become frustration free just like me. The trick is to figure out what frustrates you and eliminate it. Simple. You have done the first step already. You have the desire to be frustration free. That is a great first start. The act of recognizing your frustrations will naturally lead to resolutions. Good work! Let’s begin by briefly reviewing the main sources of technical management frustration. In general, the frustrations technical managers deal with gravitate towards:
Poorly Trained Managers: Most technical managers don’t really have the necessary training to properly manage. They usually get thrust into the role because of their superior technical ability and their ability to get things done. Just because you have superior technical ability and you get things done does not make you a good manager. A good manager makes his staff productive. Creating a good manager takes training – just like creating an engineer.
Pace of Technological Change: Technology changes so rapidly that it’s hard to keep up. Most technical managers, deep down, want to be technically relevant. They struggle to keep up. This struggle can put management skills on the back burner. On top of that, managing the pace of change requires constant training of staff.
Myopic Focus on Getting Technical Tasks Done: Technical work is not the only type of work yet most technical managers only focus on getting technical tasks done. There is a lot more to managing a team than just ensuring the work gets done. No thought is put into how the organization can improve moral or how additional requirements may effect the solution. It’s just grind away at the task list.
Unpredictable Development Schedules: Innovation is hard to schedule. This makes predicating when products will be completed nearly impossible. The ensuing tension wears on the staff and creates some of the most frustrating interactions managers have to deal with.
Freedom from frustration comes from tackling them one at a time. Systematically working your way towards the solution will allow you to reduce your frustrations immediately. To facilitate this, I came up with a simple memory method to focus on the different skill areas that frustrations cluster around. Once you improve these skill areas, then sustaining a frustration free management career is a snap.
The Solution: POEMS
This book is laid out according to the POEMS method. POEMS stands for Personal, Organizational, Emotional, Managerial and Sustaining. The first four sections represent the main categories that frustrations fall into. The last teaches skills to maintain your frustration free existence. With POEMS, frustration free technical management can be achieved. Each part has a list of common frustrations that can be eliminated by using the techniques presented. The last category, sustaining, contains methods that will allow you to remain frustration free. A brief part synopsis of the POEMS method is presented below:
Part 1: Personal: Eliminating your frustrations starts right now. This section gives practical tools that you can apply today. No need to get permission from corporate or your boss. These techniques are all up to you. You can control what you do. That is the first set to being frustration free – helping yourself.
Part 2: Organizational: Once you have straightened out your own house, it’s time to take a look around and figure out what organizational structures generate frustration. This step will require a little more help from other people. Don’t worry about it. Once you have demonstrated that your life is in order, it’s much easier to get others to change.
Part 3: Emotional: Organizational changes can only get you so far. Humans are emotional beings who don’t always act rationally. Frustrations grow exponentially when tempers flare. Luckily, there are ways to deal with these difficult emotional situations. It’s not easy. It’s not quick but it’s effective when done right.
Part 4: Managerial: The whole goal of management is to make your staff successful while attaining the goals of the company. It’s not about you or your career. Managerial skills will allow you to excel by helping others succeed. Your career is important but your main job is making your staff and company successful. Everything else should fall into place.
Part 5: Sustaining: Remaining frustration free is simple. Now that you understand your frustrations and have successfully dealt with them, the sustaining skills allow to you maintain your new frustration free existence. These techniques eliminate the frustrations before they start. By continuously applying these skills, you and your team will be frustration free and more productive.
Now that you have a good understanding of the POEMS method, it’s time to jump in and get to work. The first four parts has a list of common frustrations along with a methods to solve them. As you read through each section, you will start to see how applying these techniques will eliminate your present and future frustrations. The last section then presents skills that will sustain your frustration free existence. Applying all of these techniques will allow you to become frustration free!
* * * *
* * * *
Symptoms
Task lists grow and grow
Every time you think you are getting a handle on things, more tasks get piled on
Every day is a struggle to stay ahead
Work gets taken home
Vacations are a rarity since that would cause delays
Nothing is getting done
Solution #1: Set Goals And Priorities
Out of all the management tools I have used, goals and priorities virtually eliminates the “doing too much” frustration. Setting clear expectations is vital to a properly functioning team and company. The best way to set these expectations is to establish quarterly goals for each of your team members that align to the yearly goals of the company. Setting quarterly goals allows you to track progresses toward longer duration goals and provides a great way to adjust your course if the team strays. It is also a lot easier to complete yearly reviews if you have taken the time to set goals. The discipline of quarterly goals reinforces the importance of meeting objectives. Keeping track of how you do toward your plans also establishes how realistic your goals are and how you can improve your execution. Reviewing goals should not be a punitive endeavor; rather, it’s a roadmap for success that everyone is striving to obtain. This roadmap allows you to cast off tasks that don’t align to your goals - a major source of doing too much.
The 3 W’s
A goal needs to be a measurable piece of work that has the three W’s: Who, What and When. Without these three components, it is just a priority and not a goal. For quarterly goals, they should all align with the overall objectives of the company. Each quarterly goal should be given a percentage of time to spend on it. When you add up all of the percentages, it should equal 100% (less if they are part time). It should never add to more than 100%. Each of your team members should understand and agree with their goals and understand how those goals fit into the overall objectives of the company. This alignment step ensures that what you work on is what is important. As a final step, review your group’s quarterly goals with your boss along with how last quarter’s goals went. This shows your boss that you understand your objectives and that meeting objectives is critical.
Set Priorities As Well
Along with goals, you should set priorities. Setting priorities is a great way to focus the team on the tasks in front of them. Setting priorities is different from setting goals because priorities are more tactical in nature and should be adjusted as needed. Proper priority setting should ensure that everyone has just one number one priority. You can never have more than one “number one” priority. There can only be one, number one priority for each person. Anytime I see multiple number one priorities, it says to me that the manger has no clue what is important. Different team members can have different number one priorities. Your group can also have multiple critical projects but in the end, maintaing a rational and reasonable set of priorities will allow your team to be successful.
Alignment to Bigger Milestones
Since I use milestones to track projects, our quarterly goals include reaching milestones as well. Setting milestones can also reduce the “too much to do” frustration because those milestones are set as part of a project framework, which determines what is important. Setting goals and priorities is a great way to eliminate unimportant tasks. Just doing that makes your daily task list a lot smaller.
Additional Solutions
Solution #12: Have A Process, Any Process
Solution #35: Take Your Time But Hurry Up
* * * *
Symptoms
Always getting stopped in the hall for status reports
Multiple email requests for status updates
Bosses staff meeting spent on only project updates
Colleagues wonder what you or your staff are doing
Solution #2: Weekly Status Reports
Another important tool in your management arsenal is your weekly status meeting. This meeting is critical to schedule regularly since it is really the only time your whole staff is together for a common purpose. Weekly status meetings should be on the same day and same time every week. Doing this gets your team used to the habit of reporting what they do. It is also a great way to check in on tasks that need to get done. Every status meeting should have a standing agenda that includes:
Announcements: Anything that the staff needs to know about. Includes vacations or travel
Accomplishments: Completed tasks or milestones.
Barriers: Anything that might be in the teams way
Upcoming tasks: What the group will be working on in the next couple of weeks
Priorities: Each persons #1 and #2 priority
Outstanding bugs/defects: Any new or outstanding bugs/defects that need to be worked on
It is important that status meetings be used for status and not for detailed problem solving. Some of that will happen naturally but make sure that the whole meeting is not dominated by it. The point of a status meeting is for your staff to tell you what is going on and if there are any barriers in their way.
Productive Status Meetings
A typical status meeting should last about an hour. This entirely depends on how many people you manage and the scope of their activity. Initial status meetings will last much longer because your group will want to get you up to speed on everything they are doing. In my own status meetings, I give a brief announcements section as well as any changes to people’s individual schedules (like vacation or travel). Next, I go over what I think we accomplished in the last week, and then ask for each person to give an update of what they are doing. During these updates, it is especially important to listen and absorb what they are telling you. Resist the urge to interrupt. Always try and ask at least one clarification question to communicate that you heard what they are saying. Any substantial accomplishment should be noted in the status report along with any barriers that need to be resolved. After everyone has given a status report, we then review the priorities to see if they still make sense, or if they need adapting. Time permitting, we then review the list of defects and any other data. This allows us to figure out where we are on each project and if the defects are increasing, decreasing or staying flat.
Document It
Once the meeting is done, I type up the notes and publish our status. The groups status should be open for all to see. It is vital that you are open and honest about what your group is doing – the good, the bad and the ugly. Doing this will build your credibility. In some cases, you might want to leave out speculative results, good or bad, until either more data is available or you have reviewed it with your boss. A good rule of thumb on fresh data is the 24 hour rule. When the 24 hour rule is invoked, it means that whatever results are to follow could change within the next 24 hours, so plan accordingly.
Remain Consistent
Status reports should have a standard look and feel. The template you use should be one that can be read by anyone as well as easily modified. Usually, I take the previous week’s status report and hack it up for the present week. This saves time and makes it easy to remember items and tasks that might be slipping.
Tell It Like It Is
No matter your format, remember that your weekly status report should accurately reflect what is going on. Don’t sugar coat bad news or exaggerate good news. Be fair and balanced in dealing with accomplishments and barriers while presenting actual results that show progress. Communicate the whole truth so management can make informed decisions.
Additional Solutions
Solution #18: Tell The Whole Truth
* * * *
Symptoms
Decisions are hard to make
All decisions are second guessed
People just do whatever they want
Solution #3: Don’t Put Off Today What You Will Regret Tomorrow
Analysis paralysis is a common syndrome among managers (and some marketing people). Usually, decisions have to be made with imperfect data which makes managers uncomfortable. Not making the tough decisions shows that you are not confident in your own ability. Your team will pick up on this quickly and sometimes use this lack of decision as an excuse for lack of progress. As the boss, you need to sometimes make educated guesses with little data. These guesses are far better than delaying a decision due to lack of data. If you are confident in your abilities, then even if your decision is wrong, you can quickly adjust by admitting you were wrong and making a new decision.
No Decision Is Still A Decision
Indecision will frustrate your staff and make them second guess your ability to lead. Being on the receiving end of indecision feels like you are in limbo. The worst case of this, for me, was when we were about to release our latest design for fabrication. We had been working seven days a week to get the project done and we were all burnt out. All we wanted to do was get this thing done so we could take a much needed rest. Management had a different plan. They wanted to get more feedback on what we were doing from customers to make sure that we had all of the features and functions they wanted. This was really frustrating. Why didn’t they do the research ahead of time? Didn’t they know we were busting our butts to get this done? This dragged on for weeks with no resolution. Everyday, we would come in and everyday we would be told to hold off the release until we got more data. This was really starting to wear on my nerves.
All Wet And Still No Decision
One day, we were all sitting in someone’s office complaining about why management can’t make decision. We all mused that maybe they really did not have a clue what they wanted and they were just stringing us along. During this complaining session, our VP of Engineering walked in and asked what we were doing. At this point, I had really had enough of this indecision and flat out told him that we were waiting for management to make a decision. This really made him mad and he squeezed a bottle of water all over me. This came as a complete shock to everyone. Now, I did show disrespect by bluntly calling him out but to spray water on me, that was unacceptable. After the initial shock wore off, I promptly got up and went straight home. There was no way I was going to stay another minute in the room with this guy. Later, I found out that he was not the bottle neck but the level above him. He felt equally frustrated with the situation and in a moment of weakness, lashed out at me. We finally released the product with zero modifications and the VP left the next day. What a waste of time and energy for no gain at all.
Just Make It!
Making decisions, even imperfect ones, makes progress. When you make progress, you can actually gather more data on how good your decision was. This allows you to adjust any decision for the better of the project. Without making progress, you will never be able to test your decisions and things will get stuck. Getting stuck reduces the groups momentum and increases their frustration level. When decisions don’t get made, things start to pile up behind you. Decisions, even bad ones, really do move projects forward.
Additional Solutions
Solution #2: Weekly Status Reports
* * * *
Symptoms
Interruptions during the day for status updates
A blizzard of emails wanting to know every detail
Rumors that project progress is slow
Solution #4: Have One-On-One’s
Nothing teaches you more about someone than spending time with them one-on-one. These meetings are a great way to align expectations and discuss future development plans. The key to a good one-on-one is to come prepared with an agenda and have them at regular intervals, preferably, at the same day and time each week. Consistency in your one-on-one’s establishes a routine where your employees will know that they will have your undivided attention. A typical agenda for a one-on-one with your boss should include topics such as: project status, employee morale, challenges your team is facing, career development plans and any schedule changes, both personal and project related. An individual contributor one-on-one will focus more on the specific projects along with their career development.
Always Find Time To Talk
One-on-one’s take on more importance when they are for remote staff. Remote staff can feel isolated and cut off from the rest of the group. Having regular one-one-one’s will bridge the gap and demonstrate that they are part of the team. Agendas are even more critical for remote one-on-ones since the barriers to communication are higher. Make sure to email them out ahead of time. This not only gives them a chance to review the agenda but to also be reminded that it is coming up. It is even good to schedule visits on your one-on-one day so that you can do it face to face. Some additional topics for remote one-on-ones include: site specific issues, overall group directions and visiting schedules.
One-On-One Time Helps Everyone
One-on-ones are not just to get up to speed on your staff’s progress. They are a great way to explore new ideas and plant the seeds for future developments. Always spend the time. Always look forward to them.
Additional Solutions
Solution #2: Weekly Status Reports
* * * *
Symptoms
Constant asking about status
Dictated details about how to do a job
Need approval for trivial things
You get work calls while on vacation
Nothing is ever good enough
Solution #5: Managing Your Boss
By far, the most important work relationship you have is with your boss. They literally hold the key to your advancement. Fostering a good relationship with your boss requires that you understand and ensure that whatever you do, reflects favorably on them and the company. Nothing will harpoon your career quicker than repeatedly making your boss look bad. This is career suicide. This does not mean you sugar coat bad news or keep information from them but before any good or bad news goes public, always make sure they know about it first. You never want to surprise your boss in front of anyone. This makes both you and your boss look bad. The most important tool in boss management is the one-on-one. One-on-ones allow you to communicate status in a way that you control.
Always Be Supportive
Any interactions involving your boss and their peers, should be handled in a supporting way instead of pointing out flaws or issues. The best time to bring up issues is in private before the meeting. That way, you are both in sync with what the issues are and how to handle them. Again, it is best not to surprise anyone with good or bad news in a public forum. It shows a lack of respect as well as focuses the meeting on the shock of new data instead of why everyone was brought together in the first place. These surprises are what push your boss to micromanage your world.
Be Diligent
Difficulties can arise if you and your boss don’t get along. If this is the case, you still have a responsibility to do what they tell you unless it is so unethical that it will threaten life, limb or property. Managing a difficult boss will be taxing. The best way to get through it is to still have regular one-on-one’s. If they are unreceptive to that or always cancel on you, you should still create a status/agenda and email it to them. Just because they may not value the interactions or think it is a waste of time, does not mean you should not do it. Consistently summarizing your status will help you to become a better manager while it will show that you are getting stuff done. Also, you may want to try and get to know your difficult boss on a personal level. You might learn something about why they are difficult.
It’s About Trust
Your micromanager boss, for whatever reason, does not trust you. This mistrust can be a number of things. From their paranoia or lack of confidence, to their own inexperience in management. Making sure that they know what you are doing, that you will support their efforts and that you are diligent in reporting good and bad news, will improve the situation. They may still try to micromanage you but now you can effectively mitigate their concerns.
Additional Solutions
Solution #2: Weekly Status Reports
Solution #4: Have One-on-One’s
* * * *
Frustration #6: Changing Requirements
Symptoms
Regular emails with new feature ideas
Feature discussions like “Just do this, it should be easy”
Statements like “The customer really wants this feature.”
No requirements are written down
Solution #6: Don’t Track the Needle
Pilots have a saying. Don’t track the needle. This means when you see all of the instruments bouncing all around, don’t try and fly every single movement. Know the trends and adjust accordingly. The same applies for new features, issues and data. Tracking the needle is the same as “no single data point makes a trend”. It is important to react to things happening around you but not to react to every single new trend, feature or requirement. Doing that will just tire you out.
Wait For It
Early in my career, I had the classic experience of tracking the needle. I was a design engineer for a small startup. The founder and CTO would come by every Thursday to talk about our progress. Every week, he would come up with some wacky idea that he wanted me to work on. Every week I would bust my hump to work on his latest and greatest idea only for him to change his mind the next week. Every week, the same thing would happen. After a couple of months of this, I learned that what I should do is just do nothing until I heard an idea at least three or four times. Simple but powerful. Once I heard it over and over, then I would go work on it. This greatly improved my life as well as my productivity. This taught me that not every idea is a good idea. Sometimes they have to bake a while before they are fully formed.
Nail The Needle Down
In the case where ignoring requests might not be an option, you should get the request in writing or have them update some sort of document. Doing this makes the requester commit to doing some work. Sometimes, that is all it takes to dissuade them from making you work on whatever it is. This also shows that you will not be pushed around and that if it’s important enough, then it should be written down.
Additional Solutions
Solution #12: Have A Process, Any Process
* * * *
Symptoms
The story changes depending on who you talk to
“I don’t know” keeps popping up
Status meetings are not well attended
Solution #7: Work on Listening
In his best selling book, “How to Win Friends and Influence People”, Dale Carnegie outlines the best way to become a great conversationalist is to listen. Why this works so well is that it shows that you are interested in what the other person have to say. That interest has a profound effect on the other person. They will remember your interaction in a positive way because you were interested in their life. So simple, yet so powerful. Listening also allows you to collect data. Lots and lots of data. This data will reveal the mood of a group and the trajectory they are on. Just listening allows you to be in the moment – not trying to think of the next thing to say. When thinking too much about what you want to say, you are not listening – you are absorbed in your own thoughts. Listening is an important skill because your main job as a manager is to monitor your surroundings. Your main monitor is what people tell you.
Work On Being Quiet
If you have a hard time listening, tend to cut in too much, or if you dominate conversations, you need to stop that. Catch yourself by committing to stop and listen. Make it a point to remain quiet until at least half-way through a conversation. When you have the urge to comment on something, stop and only comment after someone else has. Try and limit your comments by mentally only saying every other one or better yet, don’t comment at all. Not all comments are equal. Work on forming quality comments not the quantity. Your interactions will go much smoother and people will open up to you more. Once they open up, you can learn a lot.
Being On Mute
Conference calls make listening to other people almost impossible. I don’t know how many times I hear “Repeat that please, I was on mute.” Translations, I was working on something and totally ignored you. Proper conference call edict requires listening intently since you do not have the benefit of looking at someone’s body language to obtain the subtle clues telling you when respond. I have been on so many conference calls where the person on the other end just starts talking right over someone else. They don’t even listen enough to know that they are talking over someone else. When you get two of these people on the same call, it turns into a shouting match. This is a major reason statuses can get mixed up and appear to be inconsistent.
Fast Talk McGraw
Conference call hogs are even worse in person. I think their desire to completely dominate a conversation stems from two things: either they like to hear themselves talk, or they fear that if they don’t say what is on their mind at that precise moment, the thought will fall out of their head. It also seems to stem from an over eagerness to be accepted as someone of authority. This behavior also manifests itself in fast talkers; if you talk faster than everyone else, no one can get a word in. This behavior is the ultimate non-listener. Most people will secretly tell you that they wonder what the faster talker is hiding since no one can ask them any questions. They don’t listen to anyone else. If you don’t listen, then how can you figure out what is going on?
Be Assertive When Required
Dealing with non-listeners requires being assertive. Interrupt what they are saying to state that you want to talk. This shock will usually snap them out of it. If they don’t listen to your interruption, then just walk away. That is usually the best way to show someone that the conversation is over until they listen to your arguments. I concede that this technique is extreme but sometimes you have to get a little extreme to break the cycle. You should encourage your staff to do this when they feel their views are not being heard. It’s the best way to make it clear to everyone that everything needs to be discussed equally.
Additional Solutions
Skill #1: The Platinum Rule We Don’t Even Know
* * * *
Symptoms
Receiving hundreds of emails a day
Spending half the day answering email
Unread emails piling up for days
Most emails are informational or require no action
Solution #8: Have An Email Policy
Email is a great invention. I don’t know what I did with out. Unfortunately, it is routinely abused. Email creation is a snap and that gives you a sense of insulation from whom you are communicating with. This insulation emboldens normally rational people to have lengthy communications that don’t fully convey what they are saying. When this happens, a seemly innocent email thread can turn into an all out “flame war.” These “flame wars” can generate an out of control wildfire. Email “flame wars” result from miscommunication because the tone and tenor of a conversation gets lost in an email.
Policies and Procedures
The benefits of an email policy are many. I know this seems a bit corporate but it will make your life easier. Some useful policies are:
Don’t put anything in email that you don’t want to be archived for all time.
I only read email if my name is in the TO: except for my boss and his boss.
If it is project related, put the name of the project in the Subject followed by a descriptive title.
Bugs go into bug databases not in email. All bug query emails should come from the bug tracking system.
CC me (your manager) on every email you send to my boss or higher.
CC me (your manager) on all project related email.
Avoid attachments. Code and other documentation should be checked into revision control. Backup data can be put on a wiki or checkin in as well.
All project email should be sent to the project mail alias.
Limit all your emails to less than a half a page. Max one page.
Your email rules should reflect the amount of information you want to receive on your group’s activities. Having a clear policy will make your life easier and communicates your email expectations.
The Right Tool For The Job
Email is also a wonderful way to send reminders about meetings or phone calls. It is always best to use an email to send out an agenda or to query someone. In these cases, an email allows the recipient to be knowledgeable on the topic before the meeting. It is best to keep these query emails brief. If you need to add more information, it is appropriate to attach it. Be sure to put a brief summary of the attachment in the body of the email – that will remind the recipient what the attachment is. It also allows them to search their inbox more efficiently. Remember that reminder emails are just that and sometimes you do need to pick up the phone and talk to someone.
Be Brief And Be Seated
I try and limit my emails to half a page, maximum a page. Anything longer than that, I know will not be read. If you need longer than a page, add an attachment or point them to a web link. The half page policy instills a discipline of brevity and refinement of your intended message. This helps the recipient understand your message while it shows respect for their time. The easier you make it on the recipient, the more likely they will actually read it. Your recipients’ time is valuable and they have no time to read War and Peace.
Format For The Screen
Personal Digital Assistants (PDA’s) have made email available anywhere. The complication is that these screens are small. If your boss has one, then you should pay particular attention to how your message reads on a PDA. Attachments are horrible on PDA’s. So are embedded tables and pictures. PDA friendly emails should always include a summary paragraph at the beginning. Do your best to limit it to a paragraph with no fancy characters. This will probably be the only text your boss will read as she is rushing to the her next meeting. So make it easy to read on those tiny screens.
Multiple Communication Channels
Email can be a huge time sync for a manager. Culling though hundreds of emails a day is no fun and leads to information overload. Again, most managers have no time to read detailed emails so provide summaries followed by backup data. Always follow up an email request with a phone call. Direct, active communication is much better than indirect, passive email.
Get To The Point
My email pet peeve are the people who have conversations on a mail list and copy every single person. The arrogance of this makes me crazy. I don’t care about your thought process over email. Get a room and figure it out. Don’t waste my time by spewing your stream of consciousness all over my screen. Whenever I see this type of thing start, my immediate response is to pick up the phone and give them an earful, which usually stops the onslaught. Be respectful of people’s time and make every email a good email.
Additional Solutions
Solution #2: Weekly Status Reports
Solution #38: Delegate, Delegate, Delegate
* * * *
Symptoms
Fear drives decisions
What ifs are constantly rehashed
Nothing starts on time
Lack of data given for no progress
Solution #9: Risk Mitigation Plans
Risk is part of any endeavor. Some, like the business of innovation, have more than say, building a house. Properly identifying the risks in your project is a valuable exercise. Don’t consider this a defeatist attitude. Rather, it is a pragmatic approach to knowing where problems might occur. Trying to hit one out of the park the first time never works. On the rare occasion it does, you will still have to mitigate risk along some other path. Risk is a reality, so plan for it.
Watch Out For 30 Foot Crater
A Risk Mitigation Plan (RMP) is a tool that systematically reviews where your projects risks are and comes up with ways to either work around them, debug them or completely mitigate them. These plans, if done right, will be the first document you pull up when things don’t work. They also focus your team on what risks will completely crater the project or just cripple it. Always insist that each project you do have an RMP. Review it regularly as you progress through your development milestones. RMP’s also allow you to rank risk so that highly risky sections get more resources.
What Can Go Wrong, Might
The first setup to creating the RMP is to brainstorm what could go wrong. Like all brainstorming meetings, there are no bad ideas. Get everything down on a whiteboard. Once it is all in front of you, start to group similar items together. It may require rewriting the initial risk. Depending on the size of the project, you may have a few risks or dozens of them. Size does not matter. What matters is that you rank them from high probability to low probability of occurring. In some cases, the risks might cascade from each other. For example, if one risk happens, that will create the others. If you have a situation like this, then the risk that causes the ripple should be ahead of its downstream partners.
Avoiding The Crater
Once all of the risks are ranked, you now have to figure out how to mitigate them. Mitigation includes a deliberate design change to avoid the risk entirely, a debug mode or an intermediate step that once completed shows that the risk has been avoided. All risks should have a way to determine that you have fallen into the trap or mitigated it. Clarity of the risks is important. Without that, you will get surprised by them every time. Once the RMP is done, it needs to be reviewed at every project milestone (minimum), when risks are mitigated, or when new risks are identified. The RMP is not static but a dynamic tool that should be consulted frequently. The RMP process I use follows:
Get your project team together to brainstorm potential risks
Collect all similar risks under like categories
Rank the risks from highest to lowest probability of occurring
Formulate how you know you have hit the risk
Put design hooks in place to either control and observe the phenomena or completely design it out.
Review the RMP at every project milestone.
Adjust the RMP as risks mitigated or new arise.
RMP’s are a valuable tool to understand and deal with project risk. They should be embraced as an essential tool for the proper operation of any project. Understanding and working on risky parts of your project is not a defeatist attitude but rather a realistic attitude that will guarantee a successful project.
Additional Solutions
Solution #3: Don’t Put Off Today What You Will Regret Tomorrow
Skill #10: Failure Is Always An Option
* * * *
Symptoms
Project problems lead to team “freak out”
”Shotgun approach” or silver bullet solutions
“I don’t know” dominates problem statuses
Problem resolution stalls and stops
Critical bugs are hand waived as “not important” or “unfixable”
New tools or a “complete redesign” are problem resolutions
Solution #10: Problem Solving Skills
Inevitably, your project will hit a snag. This is just part of life designing and discovering innovative products. Being prepared for a problem is half the battle. Knowing what to do when it hits the fan will make solving problems much easier. This does not mean you focus solely on what can go wrong. That would be a lot of wasted focus. What it does mean is that you need to prepare your team for solving problems by having tools and techniques available that support your debugging effort. The most common problem solving technique, which rarely works, is the “shotgun” approach. Basically, the “shotgun” approach just tries solutions with minimal thought. Like a shotgun, you sometimes hit the target if you use enough pellets. Hardly a way to solve problems quickly. To be effective, problem solving tools need to be simple to understand and provide a common framework that the entire team understands. Some of the ones I use are:
5 Why’s: Get to the root of the issue
Design of Experiment (DOE): Figure out what your outcomes should be
Chop the wood in front of you: Focus on specific problems
What we know, what we don’t know: Make sure everyone is on the same page
Three Arrow Drill: Focus on one thing at a time
Tiger Teams: Focus resources where they are needed.
Pareto analysis: Work on what’s important
5 Why’s
Getting to the root of a problem requires that you dig down to the point where you can stop asking questions. Five Why’s does that by asking five questions about the issue. By the fifth question, you should be at the root of your problem (or at least have formulated an experiment). The typical format would be to list the problem in a spreadsheet column and put the preceding why question one column to the right until you hit five. Now, you may have a little less or a little more than five. The number is really not as important as the process of distilling the particular problem down to its component parts. What usually happens is that each level you go down will lead to additional five why’s for each level. So, you end up really dissecting each problem statement into testable components.
Design of Experiment (DOE)
DOE is a statistical method to understanding how certain variables affect a process. It uses statistics to quantify these effects so that the experimenter can then adjust their process for the optimum result. The basic concepts of understanding the variables and how they interact is important since the interactions can be complex. So, DOE applies fixes or treatments systematically so that you can figure out what solves the problem. Just doing a shotgun approach will lead to more confusion. It is best to use DOE for experiments that will cost a lot to run or take a long run time since the design step can take a long time.
Chop The Wood In Front Of You
Tasks get done just as fast if they are worked on one at a time as opposed to working on them in parallel. Another way to think about this is chopping the wood in front of you. This analogy is great because it illustrates two important practices. First, when chopping wood, it is vital to focus on what you are doing since you have a sharp axe in your hand. Second, focusing on how big the pile of wood is does not get the wood in front of you chopped. Knowing that the wood is there is fine but focusing on the daunting tasks of chopping it will only make it take longer.
What We Know, What We Don’t Know
In the chaos of problem solving, it is always good to step back and understand where the team is at. This is the intent behind What We Know and What We Don’t Know. The basic premise is that you get the team together and write down all of the certainties about the problem – no matter how trivial. Next to each item, you put down how you know it is true. Doing this aligns the team on what knowledge base they can use to solve the unknowns. Once all of the certain items are completed, the next step is to figure out the unknowns. These can be observed defects or just weird phenomena that is not yet known. Capturing all of these discrepancies guides the team on where to focus. Beside each discrepancy, list the experiments that need to be done in order to make the unknown known. I know this seems trivial and obvious but in the heat of battle everyone forgets the simple and focuses on doing something, anything to solve the problem. Usually, this shotgun approach does not succeed and in the end, you always end up back at simplifying the problem to its basic components.
Three Arrow Drill
Most projects that run into problems, run into them in batches. For some reason, issues come in groups and can overwhelm your team. A good way to tackle multiple issues is to focus on one at a time. Focusing on just one allows your group to concentrate on solving the issue and not worrying about all of the other issues. In most cases, focusing on the issues one at a time will get them done in the same amount of time because when you multitask, the individual tasks take longer.
Tiger Teams
I am not sure the origin of term Tiger Team but what it does for your problem solving effort is remarkable. Tiger Teams are formed as part of an intense effort to breakthrough a problem. These teams are usually composed of project members and outside experts who focus on getting a specific problem solved. They are intense affairs that require team members to do nothing except what the Tiger Team wants them to do. During the Tiger Team campaign, there are daily to twice daily meetings on progress and results. Nothing focuses attention on a problem like throwing a Tiger Team at it. These teams cannot go on indefinitely since the intensity can burn you out. Tiger Teams are akin to shock troops for a project. They get in, stir things up and break through problems.
Pareto Analysis
Pareto Analysis is the ranking of occurrences of a problem by its frequency. The theory goes that the majority of your issues are caused by a few things. Identifying and fixing these few things will result in significant improvement to your product or manufacturing process. This technique was named after an Italian economist Vilfredo Pareto, who figured out that 80% of the land in Italy was owned by 20% of the people. You sometimes hear Pareto called the 80/20 rule as well. The power of this technique is again related to focusing on what is important. All too often, the team will focus on solving something and not really spending time on determining the benefits of the fix. Pareto Analysis allows the team to prioritize what challenges will give them the highest chance of success.
It’s All About Focus
Throughout this section a recurring theme of focus has emerged. Focusing your team on specific tasks and problems during difficult times is the best way to solve then. When a team has too many problems to solve, they get frustrated. Focus removes that frustration You will be tempted to want all of your problems solved at one. That method rarely works. To effectively solve problems, the team needs some leadership and focus. Once problems start to get solved, you will see a new vigor in your group that cascades into more rapid problem solving.
Additional Solutions
Solution #3: Don’t Put Off Today What You Will Regret Tomorrow
Solution #9: Risk Mitigation Plans
* * * *
Symptoms
Interactions are curt
Awkward office silence
Hair trigger tempers
Too busy for lunch or celebrations
Solution #11:Pay The Pig – Silly Traditions, Awards and Punishments
Building esprit de corps requires your group to have inside jokes and a unique group experience. Basically, they should feel special because they work for you. Traditions, awards and punishments should be unique and special to your group. This will allow your team to grow closer as well as create a work environment where they are in control. All traditions, awards and punishments should be kind of silly in that they are not written in a SOP or formalized. These cannot be a corporate thing. It has to be based on the uniqueness of your group and what they do.
Pay the Pig
At one of my former employers, myself and my cube mate wanted to stop swearing. You know you have a swearing problem when every other word spoken is a four letter acronym for some vial act against ones mother. So we decided to get a piggy bank and pay the pig every time we swore. The tax was proportional to the offense. At some random time in the future, we would open the pig and go to dinner with our collected sin tax. Initially, we would pay the pig a lot but after a while, the frequency of payments became less. As the weeks wore on, we would get others to join in our betterment experiment. Pretty soon, anytime anyone would swear or blow up at someone, the staff would tell them to pay the pig. It even got to the point where we used the pig to punish management for bothering us with feature requests or absurd requirements. I still have the pig and bring it to every company
Geeky Tiki
Just as important as silly punishments are silly awards. These awards should be as ad-hoc as possible and be rewards for both doing a good work job or just doing something above and beyond. A good reward must be something physical that can be passed around from awardee to awardee. The ones that are the best are medals. The one I have used recently was a ceramic Tiki. We call it the Geeky Tiki award because we found a T-Shirt that actually was called the Geeky Tiki bar. Everyone that gets the Tiki also gets a Tiki T-Shirt. The rules for awarding the Tiki are random in nature and entirely up to me. That keeps everyone on their toes.
Additional Solutions
Solution #35: Take Your Time But Hurry Up
* * * *
Symptoms
Overly complicated feature set
Feature justification weak or “because our competitors have it”
Changing features after project launch
Important “must haves” are no longer important
Solution #12: Have A Process, Any Process
When you say process, the natural response is that your eyes roll in the back of your head and you think of all of those TPS reports from Office Space. Well whether you like it or not, everyone follows a process to get stuff done. It might not be formally written down but everyone from an artist to a scientist, has a process. Engineers and scientists equate process to bureaucracy; they equate it to a waste of time that limits them. This can be a valid complaint if the process is overly burdensome. The trick with process is it should be simple and add value. Now, in some cases, the company requires that a process be followed for certification (like ISO). This does not mean it needs to be overly burdensome or a waste of time. It just means it needs to be written down. Even if you have to be ISO certified, your process should add value. Don’t just do a process for certification or because some consultant tells you this is what is required for certification. Follow a process when it makes sense and adds value.
Write It Down
Formally writing down your management and development process ensures that everyone is playing by the same rules. It allows expectations to be set and a common framework to be used to describe where you are. It should be flexible enough to allow change but rigid enough to ensure consistency. No one person or group should be immune to following a reasonable process. Even the sales and marketing folks who will fight it tooth and nail should follow a value added process that ensures their success. This also instills discipline that new features and functions need to be documented.
Simple Is Better
When it comes to a development process, I like to follow a four step framework that is coupled with project milestones. The four steps are: planning, executing, monitoring and adjusting. These steps encompass what people naturally do during any project or activity. Usually, you will go through these steps multiple times during a project since it is a continuum. Knowing where you are at on the continuum will ensure that things are getting done. Having agreed upon milestones will then tell the company that you are making progress toward project goals.
Planning
The first step on any undertaking is to plan. Now most managers spend little time on the planning stage since they usually want to jump right to executing. Believe me, jumping straight to executing will come back and bite you big time. Before you can start doing something, you need to know what to do. Requirements need to be written down and vetted as well as what resources will be needed to get the job done. Planning is how this is achieved. During planning, project milestones are also set. This is an important step to eliminate the feature creeping marketeer who wants it all. Set a feature freeze milestone will eliminate feature creep down the road.
Figure Out What Matters
All plans include:
Requirements: What will you be building and how it will work
Timelines: What milestones will happen when as well as the total duration of the project
Staffing: The types and number of staff you need for the project and when they are needed
Materials: Any hardware, software or consumables.
Requirements for the project are critical to get right. These will dictate the type of staff required as well as materials to get the project done. The timeline should include agreed upon milestones. These milestones will be used to gauge your progress as the project progresses and should be part of your companies project management process. Timelines should be developed based on a bottom-up analysis of the requirements and staffing level used. Once a rough bottoms up timeline is completed, it should be reconciled with the top-down or required timeline so that agreement can be reached. This step is a real source of tension since upper management usually wants things done quicker than your bottom-up timeline says. That is why it is important to properly plan before presenting your project.
Make Planning A Part Of Your Day
Once a project is launched, some planning is still required. So, make it a point to plan a little while you are adjusting your groups activities. This is where it is important to set aside part of your time each week for planning. It also brings a discipline to your work week that allows you to focus on the next couple of weeks out, which determines what you do next. Some planning tasks you should set aside weekly time for include: schedules, budgets, roadmaps and technology direction.
Executing
You can only plan so much before you have to start doing something. Don’t get hung up on making the plan perfect. Getting analysis paralysis is a sure way to get nothing done. You can and should do a little bit of work in the planning process to get an idea of the scope of the tasks. This work should make it easier for you to understand how to plan the rest of the project. Everyone who is doing something should know how they fit in to the overall project and goals of the company. Doing work should be the main focus of any project and the next step, monitoring, ensures that it is getting done. Your team will spend most of their time executing the plan while you will spend most of your time monitoring them.
Monitoring
Critical to the success of any project is knowing where you are at. Monitoring your progress is important since this will ensure that your development goals are being met. Monitoring should be done at regular intervals, like weekly, so that you get into the habit of knowing your status. Monitoring includes generating status reports, which should be in a consistent format and sent out on the same day each week.
What To Pay Attention Too
Part of your planning process will also include what to monitor. Typical things to monitor are: project milestones, project defects, completed project modules, cornerstone assumptions and total dollars spent. Whatever you monitor, you need to set it up before you start for consistency. Monitoring is where you will spend most of your time as a manager. It includes tasks such as: one-on-ones, weekly status meetings, authoring status reports and your staff meeting. Spending time monitoring ensures that you are aware of any surprises. Don’t confuse monitoring with micromanagement. Knowing what is going on is far different than dictating what goes on.
Adjusting
Every project will need some adjusting. There is nothing wrong with adjusting the plan as long as everyone agrees that the adjustment is in the best interest of the project. After adjustment, you need to judge whether the adjustment deviates from your plan. If your adjustment strays too far from the plan, you should consider re-planning.
Minor Course Corrections
Usually, you want to make small adjustments to see how they affect the overall project. There maybe times that you will have to do a big adjustment. In that case, you might want to rethink your whole plan. Adjustment activities include: prioritizing modules or sections, moving resources onto a critical problem or putting off nice to have features to the end.
Milestones
An important part of your project management process is project milestones or gates. These gates should be consistent across all of your projects. The meaning of each gate should be clear to all involved. Write down what each gate means will formalize the process. Defining the milestones means that changes to requirements will have specific meanings. This really makes feature creepers think long and hard about what great new feature they may want. New features have schedule and cost impacts. Getting that all in the open makes it much easier to eliminate feature creep.
A Continuous Process
Projects naturally go through all of these stages multiple times. Each stage is import. Planning is important but don’t over plan. Project execution will be where your team spends most of their time - this is where all the work gets done. Monitoring your progress will also allow you to determine when you need to adjust your project to meet project goals. Adjustments will need to be made, so put some flexibility into your plan. Generally, the Executing, Monitoring and Adjusting is where most projects spend their time with your staff executing the plan while you monitor their progress. As you execute your project, you will achieve milestones that concretely demonstrate progress. Doing this makes changing requirements much harder.
Additional Solutions
Solution #1: Set Goals & Priorities
* * * *
Symptoms
Every project runs into the same issues
Known defects are missed
Learning is not formally captured
Solution #13A: Lessons Learned
After each project , you should get everyone together and figure out what lessons they learned. These meetings are a great way to figure out what worked, what didn’t and how to improve your development process. The timing of a lessons learned meeting should be soon after a project is completed. This will ensure the project is fresh in everyones mind. Topics to discuss include:
Checklist additions: No matter how trivial
Project framework improvements: Keep it as lean as you can but strive for adding value.
Team organization: Reporting structure, team size or specific roles
Painful product features/functions: This is value for marketing inputs and barriers to entry.
What worked stellar and what did not: Remember the good things as well. Most people will focus on the screw ups.
The results of this meeting should be a prioritized list of improvements that you want to make to your development process. Try and work on the top three before your next project if possible.
Themes will Emerge
As you complete projects, you will start to see recurring themes around these lessons learned meetings. Typically, teams tend to run into the same problems if they are systematic in nature. As the list of recurring problems get bigger, it may be time to look at the broader development process to see if there is something fundamentally tripping up your development teams.
Solution #13B: Checklists
Checklists are a great way to capture organizational learning. They are the best way to determine if you might have missed something before you release a product or pass a milestone. You should create checklists for each milestone and before you release anything to an outside party. Anything you spend money on should have a checklists associated with it. Checklists are far better than following a Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) to ensure compliance. In fact, all good SOP’s have a checklist associated with it. This is the best way to guarantee compliance.
A Living Document
Good checklists grow and contract as the organization learns. As the group completes projects and debugs products, the checklists should be updated to reflect the lessons learned and provide insight into how to improve the development process. Proper use of checklists ensures a quality work product as well as a clear definition of done. Knowing when a milestone is completed or when a product can be released will allow your team to accomplish more and feel good about what they have done.
Additional Solutions
Solution #12: Have A Process, Any Process
* * * *
Symptoms
Integrating work products together causes defect explosion
Basic features/functions are “screwed up”
Assumptions across groups vary wildly
The blame game is in full effect
Solution #14: Watch Out For Interfaces
Interface failure is the biggest source of headache for any manager. This is doubly true when it comes to managing remote groups and consultants. The manager has to be diligent in understanding and communicating effectively across these interfaces since you can waste a lot of time and money if the expectations or assumptions are not well defined. Any kind of group outside of your group needs to be treated as either a remote group or a consultant even if they are in the same building. The reason being that you are not necessary privy to what goes on outside of your group, so any assumptions and miscommunication will be amplified as it moves across your communications interface.
Remote Groups
Remote groups fall into two categories: ones that report to you and ones that don’t. Groups that work for you will be a bit easier to manage since they feel a connection while the ones that don’t will have to feel like they work for you. This can take extra effort initially but will pay off big in the long run. It is important, no matter which type, that you include them as much as you can. Basically, your team wants to know that their project input is valuable. Go visit as often as you can and bring other team members with you. For me, I think of a remote group as anyone that physically does not work in the same space with me, even if they are on the next floor or next town over. This may seem a bit extreme but the harder it is to physically see or talk to someone, the more remote the group. Remote groups across the state, country or world are the most difficult to manage since you have to rely on electronic means of communications. Even with the advent of on-line meeting tools, nothing is more efficient that being in the same room with someone.
Boots On The Ground
The most effective tools you have to manage a remote group is a team leader on site, the weekly status meeting and the frequent face to face meetings. You should treat the local team leader just like one of your staff and have regular one-on-ones with them. This shows commitment to the group along with giving you the inside track on how the group is performing. You also need to go visit your remote groups to make them feel part of the team. This is the most important single act you can do to ensure they want to work with you. Your biggest challenge will be to minimize the feeling of isolation that your remote group will feel. This feeling of isolation will tend to amplify bad news and cause tension when things go wrong. Regular face-to-face meetings coupled with weekly status meetings will reduce these anxieties to a manageable level.
Consultants
When hiring and managing a contractor, the same rules apply as to managing anyone, but with a twist. Consultants usually are working on multiple projects at once, so it is sometimes hard to get their undivided attention. This complicates the interactions so be crisp on requirements and deliverables. Doing this is in everyones best interest. There needs to be no ambiguity as to the requirements or achievement of them. With consultants, you also need to get a contract in place that details the work to be performed as well as how any conflicts will be resolved. Deal with all of this up front will set the proper expectations.
Additional Solutions
Solution #12: Have A Process, Any Process
Solution #13A: Lessons Learned
Solution #13B: Checklists
* * * *
Symptoms
Rehashing past solutions
Reinventing proven fixes
Not knowing if a problem has been solved before
Solution #15A: Tribal Knowledge Capture
With the Internet, information is more available than ever. Taking advantage of this requires setting up collaborative infrastructure that connects your team together. These tools allow for capturing all of the tribal knowledge that your team will generate. The trick to capturing all of this great work is to make the capture tools part of your work flow.
It Starts With Good Infrastructure
Any good collaboration infrastructure starts with a solid network. This network needs to be separate from any corporate network as much as possible but accessible by the whole company. Separating the network allows your team to tweak it for their needs. R&D networks can be cutting edge and have non-standard protocols and hardware. Separating them from corporate insulates you and them from the inevitable R&D network crash. If you have a corporate IT (Information Technology) group, they will fight this tooth and nail. Be firm in your convictions and adhere to as many of their security rules as possible. With the network settled, your team will need remote access to its new playground. Creating a VPN connection is vital to a productive group since it allows remote work. This will pay off big during crunch time when you need to monitor your product continuously.
Control Your Work Product
Source control is another vital piece of infrastructure. It should be on a central server with a rational and short directory structure. My rule of thumb is that the top directory can only have seven plus or minus one number of directories. Any more than that, and it starts to get unmanageable. Adhering to this rule will also create a discipline of not going directory-crazy. There are various control systems that work great for all kinds of groups. The ones I have used are Subversion and CVS on the open source side and Visual Source Safe and Perforce on the pay for side.
Track Your Defects
Equally important to a good revision control package, is a solid bug/defect tracking system. These tools are a wonderful way to keep track of product defects as well as new features and functions. I can’t ever see running a group without some form of defect tracking. It just makes so much sense to have a central repository of all of the issues you are working on. There are so many bug tracking systems, with all sorts of fancy features and functions. For me, the essential features include: multiple project tracking, categories, attachment capable, reports and web based. Some of the bug tracking systems I have used are: Bugzilla, Mantis and Trac. All are pretty good and you just need to find one that fits your needs. Whichever one you pick, make sure that you track all of your groups defects/bugs including hardware. Too often, software engineers are diligent about bug tracking while the hardware engineers just blow it off. To instill this discipline, include scrubbing the bug database in your weekly status meetings. Another good use of bug databases is to include a task category so any assigned tasks during meetings can be captured.
Capture Your Tribal Knowledge
So now you have a great network, revision control and a bug database now all you need is a way to capture all of that tribal knowledge. The best way for this is to create a group wiki. Similar to wikipedia, a group wiki allows your team to create project pages as well as capture all of the necessary knowledge to get their job done. Wiki’s are wonderful because you can link to all sorts of things. Using a wiki does not preclude the need for Standard Operating Procedures (SOP’s) or a document control system. Rather, it is a way to augment them rapidly and organically. All of the wikis I have used have been open source. These include: MediaWiki, Trac and Twiki. Again, you need to figure out what works for you since each wiki has it’s own markup language and idiosyncrasies.
Project Specific Email Addresses
Creating a group email reflector is another good collaboration tool. Each project should have its own reflector. All project communications should be done via the reflector so that the history can be preserved. Reflectors are pretty easy to setup (sometimes they are called email groups or forwarders). Along with project email reflectors, you should have a group reflector that goes to your whole team as well as one that goes to the entire company. The proper use of the reflector is to communicate status as well as any general project updates. It is not the venue to debug a problem. That is what the bug tracking system is for. Make sure you enforce that by only working on issues that are in the bug database.
Essential Collaboration Infrastructure
Collaboration infrastructure is essential for a properly functioning company. Set it up as soon as you can and encourage your team to use it by integrating it into your workflow. Make sure that it augments and not replaces any company infrastructure that might be required for certification or by law. A good collaboration infrastructure should include:
An isolated network for your group if possible
Remote access via VPN
A central revision control system
Bug Database
Group Wiki for projects and tribal knowledge
Email reflectors for your group and specific projects
Solution #15B: Where Your Group Works
Offices are evil. They represent an elitist attitude that not everyone on the team is equal. No one on your team or even you, should have an office. Offices immediately cut off team communication. The fact that someone is isolated from the team demonstrates that they are different. Cubes are bad as well. They give the illusion of privacy but don’t deliver. Cubes also put up barriers to communication that are not as bad as offices but still barriers.
Remove Barriers
In my experience, the best office setup is where the team can see everyone around them. This means that no cube or office walls are in the way. This is the best way to collaborate. Some team members will complain that it is too noisy or that they cannot concentrate. Initially, this might be true, but over time, they will get used to it. The whole goal of the open environment is to allow easy collaboration among team members and to build esprit de corps. Cubes and offices just get in the way of doing that.
Encourage Interactions
Implementing this open environment requires a healthy number of conference rooms for people to meet in. Conference rooms are vital because they allow more intense collaboration without disturbing other team members. It is also important to have a common area that can be used as an open conference room for large group meetings. This area is also a great place to put treats or demos of what the group has done. Anything that encourages the team to interact will make them a better team. Removing the barriers of offices and cube walls shows that you value open and constant communication.
Additional Solutions
Solution #13A: Lessons Learned
Solution #13B: Checklists
Symptoms
Projects start out strong but finish weak
Getting a new project going takes forever
Blaming others for lack of progress
The grass is always greener on other projects
Solution #16: Know When You Hit The Wall
Many innovators stress that invention is a spark of inspiration followed by long hours of perspiration. Along with perspiration comes the point at which your great new innovation saturates your ability to move forward. For marathon runners, this is hitting the wall. The point at which skill matters little. At that point, it’s all about the mental fortitude to continue.
Train For Setbacks
Runners train for the wall. They gradually build up the miles so that the body gets used to the duration and stresses of marathon running. Innovators need to do the same thing. The mind and body need to endure tremendous amounts of stress to bring innovations to market. These stresses can create mental roadblocks that delay or even destroy your great idea. Getting past them requires the same metal fortitude as breaking through the marathon runners wall.
Realize It Will Happen
In innovative endeavors, the brain gets saturated with problems and cannot continue. When this happens, progress crawls to a stop. Frustration sets in and no one is happy. Breaking through the saturation “wall” requires that you realize when you hit it.
Signs of Saturation
Everyone’s saturation limit is different. Some people get frustrated quickly when they hit the first road block while others grind on a problem even though they are making little or no progress. Breaking through the saturation state is then a matter of figuring out when you hit it. Signs of saturation include:
Progress Anxiety: If you have an overwhelming desire to get something done yet nothing is getting done, then your capacity to solve problems is saturated. This usually means you are overwhelmed with work and can’t figure out what to work on.
Defect Explosion: Are the number of mistakes being made accelerating while the number of problems solved dwindling? This is a sure sign that your problem solving skills are impaired.
Abnormal Antisocial Behavior: If you don’t normally sequester yourself and the urge to do so is getting stronger and stronger, then you are probably fast on your way to saturation. There are times when alone time is warranted but if it’s for extended periods of time that is not normal.
Short Fuse: When normally cordial people start snapping at other co-workers or start saying “I don’t have time for this”, then they are on the slippery slope to saturation. Recognizing this sign can be difficult since there are legitimate times to not have your time wasted.
Lack of Progress: Is different than having progress anxiety. Lack of progress is when there are so many open questions that you don’t want to do anything. The fear is that all of the open issues will lead to rework once resolved.
The Blame Game: Frustration with open ended issues and lack of progress make people lash out and blame others. There are times when these claims are legitimate. Separate legitimate blame from saturation blame revolves around the frequency and severity. An occasional “we can’t make progress because of X” is fine. When it’s the excuse for all problems, then it’s time to do something.
The Sooner, The Better
There are probably many more signs of saturation not listed above. In general, you need to level-set what are the normal everyday frustrations for you and your group. Anything outside these limits might indicate saturation. The sooner you identify the saturated state, the better off you will be. In the worst case scenario, saturation leads to complete burn out and project cancelation.
Becoming Unsaturated
Once you have figured out what makes you saturated, the next step is to become unsaturated. The thing about the saturated state is that it tends to cluster around deadlines. The more intense the deadline, the hight the probably of saturation. This is primarily driven by management’s desire to meet schedule deadlines. Some techniques that work to become unsaturated include:
Take a Walk: Removing yourself from your work environment can clear your mind enough to reduce frustrations and the feeling of being overwhelmed. It does not have to be a long walk. Five or Ten minutes usually works, more if it’s a particularly touchy problem.
Go Out To Lunch With Coworkers: This sounds strange but not eating at your desk will give your brain a needed break. Go out. Enjoy a long lunch. Talk about the weather, sports or your kids. Even though you are not actively working on the problem, your subconscious is still at it.
Ask for Help: Asking for help can immediately benefit your mood and ability to solve problems. Having a different perspective will usually uncover new avenues of inquiry. This then leads to a better understanding of the problem. Be warned that some help might saturate you even more with unrelated or dead ends. Your best bet is to go to someone whom you know will not do that.
Explain Your Problem To Someone: This is similar to Asking For Help but in a more neutral way. If you have problems asking for help, then the explaining to someone method is the next best thing. It gets the job done without the perception that you asked for help.
Do Something Else, Preferably Something Mundane: Sometimes just doing something gives you the needed boost to breakthrough the saturation state. In this case, the more mundane, the better. Good examples are: expense reports, approving purchase orders, reading a report or doing your weekly status report.
Focus on One Thing: Most saturation events happen when there is too much to do. You feel overwhelmed with the sheer volume of open tasks or problems. Focusing on one and only one thing, will ensure that at least something gets done. Usually, there is one or two tasks or problems that are the most important. Focusing on getting them done, one at a time, will help you get them done.
Know Thy Self
Inspiration creates innovative ideas. Perspiration and dedication brings those ideas to life. Saturation can and does happen. Being aware of the signs of saturation will reduce the frustrations involved in bringing innovative products to market. Having a keen sense of what makes you saturate makes you a better innovator.
Additional Solutions
Solution #10: Problem Solving Skills
Solution #13A: Lessons Learned
Solution #17: Small Focused Teams
Symptoms
Too many direct reports (over 8)
Canceling 1-1’s at the last minute
During 1-1’s, reading email, talking on the phone
Solution #17: Small Focused Teams
Organizing a team into an effective working unit requires short and simple lines of communication. Having a large team of people working on one thing makes this communication difficult. It is best to form small teams that work on modules rather than the entire project. These teams should be around seven people plus or minus one. A team this size is easy for a manager to handle and the lines of communication between team members are crisp. Breaking the team assignments into modules also limits their scope and allows them to focus on specific tasks. If they are part of a larger project, then at least one team members should be familiar but not an expert in the overall project. Making modules also allows for clearly defined interfaces between other modules on the project. This is essential for a successful effort. Keeping the team small also allows you to spend the needed time with each member.
Be Slightly Under, Rather Than Over
Keeping the team lean also allows for team members to learn different skills since you will not have the luxury of having any one team member be too specialized. This is the best way to keep technical people engaged. Most engineers and scientists love to learn about new technology and methods. By having a small team, they will all get the opportunity try different things since you will always be somewhat understaffed. Yup, it is better to be slightly understaffed then overstaffed with too many specialized people.
Ideal Cross Training Environment
Small teams also are naturally better at cross-training each other since the lines of communication are shorter and they understand more of what the other team members are doing. Once the scope of the team gets too big, it becomes too much of an effort to know what others are doing and silos get created. These silos will separate the group into more and more specialized functions that will tend to pigeon hole team members. This prevents them from learning and growing and this should always be avoided.
Infinite Monkeys
A common fallacy that most managers fall into is adding more resources late in a project. This is referred to as the infinite monkey syndrome or nine women making a baby in a month or the mythical man-month. Don’t be temped to rely on additional resources alone to get stuff done. Resources do help but they may take anywhere from 30 to 90 days to get productive. Getting the new person up to speed requires someone on the team, which saps project resources in the short term. It is best to cut back on scope than to add more resources, if you are in a time crunch. Adding more resources also adds to your management burden. So, try and balance scope of effort with resources applied. This will make it a lot easier to make your one-on-one’s.
Additional Solutions
Solution #38: Delegate, Delegate, Delegate
Skill #7: Wait for Something to Happen
* * * *
Symptoms
Focus is only on problems, not what is going right
Pessimism trumps optimism
Long winded, “whoa is me” explanations
General negativity, even when good news is announced
Peers say you are overly negative
Your boss tells you your are negative
Solution #18: Tell the Whole Truth
By the nature of their training, engineers and scientists are pessimists. It’s not that they don’t want to be optimistic. It’s just that they are taught the scientific method as their main problem solving tool. Inherit in the scientific method, is a methodical pessimism about what is observed. This pessimism allows for great science but for lousy status reporting. This is the main reason technical people have such a difficult time telling the whole truth.
It’s Not Lying
Telling the whole truth is critical to your survival. Overly pessimistic status reports or personal interaction, over time, will reduce management’s confidence in your ability. This does not mean you should sugar coat bad news or lie; that helps no one. What it does mean is that you are fair and balanced concerning the situation your team is in. This concept gives most technical managers heartburn since they don’t see the value in minimizing real problems or celebrating small victories. They usually only focus on the bad news since that is what needs fixing. Focusing on what is broken is important but you must also remember that you are the face of the effort to fix problems. If you give off a doom and gloom, this will never work, your management will start to believe you and take the appropriate steps – like canceling the project or getting someone else to run it.
Dragging Out The Good
The frustrating thing about technical people is that they are optimistic if you pry it out of them. Try this experiment. Ask a techie how their day is going and what they are doing. Chances are, you will hear about every problem and bug they are working on. Now, ask them what is going right. Chances are, they will stare at you in stunned silence even though they just shipped the latest product or crushed ten bugs this week. Most senior managers don’t have the time to do the dance to get the whole truth. They rely on you to tell it to them. This is an awesome responsibility that you need to take seriously. Your chain of command knows that things will go wrong but they also want to know that you have a handle on it. You do this by telling them the whole truth.
A Watershed Moment
I first realized the importance of telling the whole truth when my team actually had a bunch of good news to report. We also have bad news but the good news was a big deal. What we had achieved was a first for the company. No other group in its history ever made a radio and we got it to work. Now, it did not meet every specification, which was the bad news, but we did wirelessly transmit and successfully decode it on the other side. This was a huge deal. It was the culmination of years of work and tens of millions of dollars. How did I report it? It was a single bullet point, three points down, on a slide with six problem bullet points. That was it. What do you think became the focus of the whole meeting, You guessed it, all of the remaining six problems with almost no mention of the tremendous milestone that was achieved. So did I actually communicate the whole truth? Not even close.
What Works, What Doesn’t, What’s Being Done
Thankfully, I had a great management mentor who took me aside and explained to me that while what I said was true it did not give the executive managers a true picture of the state of the project. The goal of the whole truth is to create a picture, in the executives’ minds, that is the true state of the project. In this case the project was going great and we had a few little things to fix. Instead, what they heard was: it’s not done and it has all of these problems. I needed to tell the whole truth. My mentor’s premise was simple: Tell them what works, what doesn’t and what’s being done. This simple method allows you to focus on all aspects of what is going on. It gives you the opportunity to give proper weight to all parts of the project: achievements, problems and solutions. Remember, that what you say may not be what is heard. You need to ensure that your words, tone and materials have the desired effect. Senior managers are busy. They tend to filter what you say and only remember simple things that are reinforced. So, even though you might have great news, it needs to be presented with the right attitude and delivery.
Practice With Others
Telling the whole truth takes practice. The best way to practice is to find someone outside of engineering that you trust. Maybe a marketing or sales guy and ask them to help you work on your delivery. Your delivery is the key to communicating your message. How you stand, what you say or don’t say will craft an impression that will be all they remember. Marketing and sales guys do this everyday – they know how to get the desired message across.
Additional Solutions
Skill #1: The Platinum Rule We Don’t Even Know
Symptoms
Last minute announcements of major screw-ups
Private conversations differ drastically from public ones
Nothing is written down or updated
Solution #19: Know When to Blow Up
It’s a fact that calm people make better decision since being calm allows you to control your emotions. Controlling your emotions allows more rational decision making in the face of a crisis. You should try and remain as calm as you can when dealing with a difficult situation. Freaking out never really solves anything except to show that you are out of control and don’t know what to do. A calm, rational manager instills confidence in others, showing that they can handle whatever is thrown at them.
Remain Calm
Dealing with a crisis in a calm, rational matter will allow you to separate and process the pile of data that will be flung at you. Believe me, if it is a true crisis, data and recommendations will be coming at you from all angles. You will need to sort through all of it before you can make a decision. Now, if the crisis is a matter of life and death, then you clearly need to act fast and trust your gut. A work crisis is hardly life and death. So, it’s OK to take your time and remain calm. When you do this, others will also calm down and whatever freaked them out will feel a little less scary. Once everyone is calm, then issues can be dealt with in a rational way.
Sometimes, You Can Freak Out
There are times when you need to freak out a little to make a point. This should not happen very often since it will lose its intended shock value. Circumstances that warrant a freak out are when the team is bickering over trivial things, bad news is not shared until the last minute or complaining about doing a necessary mundane task. Then and only then, it makes sense to read them the riot act and be a little irrational. It shows that you are human.
The Calm Before The Storm
One of the hardest things to do is remain calm when someone is blowing up at you. Even though it is hard, this is the most important time to stay as calm as you can. It again demonstrates the ability to deal with issues in a calm and rational manner. I got to practice this first hand during a project trouble meeting. It was a forgone conclusion that this was going to be a bad once since it was our fifth or sixth trouble meeting. I had prepared the pitch a week before and sent it out to every affected vice president in the company. The problems we were having cut across the entire company and no one wanted to have their issue come up first. So they were all lobbying me to put their issue second or third because they all knew that the CEO was going to go ballistic. At this point, a little background is warranted. This particular project was a first for the company. We had acquired two other companies to get it done and the costs were spinning out of control. We were late to the market with a product that looked like it was not going to be competitive. We were primed for a nasty blow up.
Full Blown Hurricane
The day finally came where I had to present our status. I was scared. This was not going to go well and I would be right in the cross-hairs. All I wanted to do was get it over with. I decided to lead off with the issue that we had the most data on and was the easiest to explain. After the usual introductions, I started in on my first slide. Right away, you could see the anger building in the CEO. This was going to be bad. I was only on slide one and I can already see the vein popping out on his forehead. Remain calm. Just state the facts and don’t loose it.
30 Days To Live
Half-way into the first slide, the CEO stopped me. At this point, I was doing pretty good. I remained calm and was only stating facts about what I knew. So when he told me to stop, it kind of shocked me. The next minute was the most uncomfortable I have ever been. Now, this particular CEO is a smart guy. What I was starting to tell him was that the foundation of the company was fundamentally screwed up. Something he did not want to here, so he blew up. The exact phrases and four letter words are a bit of a blur. All I remember was the ending, where he basically looked around the room and told our whole group we had thirty days to live. Solve these problems in thirty days or you are all fired. I guess it could have been worst, I could have been fired on the spot.
Don’t Take It Personal
This story illustrates two important things to remember. When someone is blowing up at you, remain as calm as you can. They will try and get you to blow up as well. Don’t be tempted to loose control. Remain calm and try and deal with it rationally. The second thing is that blowing up can be effective if done correctly. The CEO had a right to be angry. He had spent a lot of money on a project that was in deep trouble and no one on his staff was working together to solve the problems. They were hoarding the bad news from him. This had the predictable response of lashing out to prove a point. After the meeting, we got a ton of help. We eventually fixed everything in thirty days and kept our jobs.
Additional Solutions
Solution #12: Have A Process, Any Process
* * * *
Frustration #20: Problem Employees
Symptoms
Underperforming
Confrontational
Checked out
Uninterested in making progress
Solution #20: Understand The Root Of Employee Issues
Occasionally, you will run into staff who have checked out for some reason. These people usually performed well up until some sort of event. This event can be a personal issue, a change in company direction or group expansion. When you notice a change in their behavior, try and deal with it right away. Sometimes people just get into a funk and need to snap out of it. If this doesn’t work, then you need to work with them to resolve whatever issue it might be.
Understanding The Issues
Getting to the root of why your once star employee is underperforming is challenging. Usually, if you ask them if anything is wrong, they will just clam up and say that everything is fine. This is a sure sign they have gone “radio silent” or won’t answer your direct questions. Typically, the “radio silent” types don’t think anything is wrong and they will just continue to do whatever they want until you do something about it. Assisting them through a difficult time requires you to come up with creative ways to get at the real issue. For example, “radio silent” staff members might be bored with what they are doing. Try giving them a side assignment that is more stimulating to see if that perks them up. Chances are, they just need a little bit of stimulus to get them going.
What’s Changed
Another common cause of “radio silent” behavior is when the dynamics of the group change. This can be because your problem staff member is either not used to additional people around or feels that these new hires are unnecessary. You can tell by how they react to assignments given to new staff. If they are questioning why we need so many people or why the new people get to do this and that, then they may be having growing pains. Group growing pains is a common cause of the silent treatment since the affected staff feel that their status in the group is getting diminished. Pay particular attention to times when your group is rapidly expanding. If they feel left out, then they turn into the next type of problem employee – a walking zombie.
No One Home
A walking zombie is an employee who sulks around and really gets nothing done. They say they will get tasks done but it turns out it is just lip service. These types have really checked out. They feel that they don’t really know what to do about the situation they are in. Usually, when a problem employee is that at this stage, they are two steps out the door. If you want to save this type of employee, you need to act quickly and figure out what the problem is. You need to make it crystal clear that their behavior is unacceptable and that they need to change. Offer to assist them in any change they need to make. Also realize that the change they may need is for you to let them go. Sometimes confronting the person will get them motivated to turn around. If you end up trying everything you can think of and it is just not working out, then you owe it to you and more importantly, them, to let them go. It really helps no one to have an employee who is not bought into the company still around. As with any human resources problem, make sure your HR group is involved early so that any actions taken are within the company’s policy and the law.
Additional Solutions
Solution #22: Assholes Need Not Apply
* * * *
Symptoms
Requirements are barely met
Tasks finish at the last minute
Excessive over clarification
Only the minimum required gets done
Solution #21A: Understand Peoples’ Strengths and Weaknesses
People are driven to succeed by doing what they do best. Understanding your staffs strengths and weaknesses will allow you to set them up for success. This is critical to a productive team. Strengths are easy to spot. These are the tasks and skills that people naturally gravitate to. These skills are comfortable and almost easy. They are the tasks done many times before or the last project they worked on. In a word, they are comfortable. Knowing what your staff is comfortable with establishes a baseline to launch from. Weaknesses are more subtle. What people avoid can be considered a weakness but also what they do poorly is also a good candidate. Most people don’t like to admit what they are weak in. This is usually my first interview question to a potential employee because it shows a level of self knowledge that is rare. Everyone has weaknesses. None of us is perfect.
Outside The Comfort Zone
Sometimes the only way to spot a weakness is to put people out of their comfort zone. You can do this by assigning them something they have never done before and see what happens. The way they react to this new circumstance will tell you a lot. If they embrace it, struggle through it and are successful, then you are turning a weakness into a strength. If they try and then give up, either they are incapable or don’t want to learn. Both of which need to be dealt with. Someone who is incapable might just need a new assignment or specific training. They are not a lost cause – it will just take longer for them to develop. Someone who does not want to learn new things is doomed to be pigeon holed into a role that will eventually go away. You don’t want these people in your group. They are set in their ways and will never change.
What’s Your Group Like
To better understand your staff’s strengths and weaknesses, it is a good idea to figure out how they work. Now, this is not an exact science so you need to be flexible in how you categorize staff. In my experience, there are eight types of technical people: starters, finishers, scientists, mechanics, solid citizen, superstar, walking wounded and higher life forms. People can be multiple types at any given time, so it is best to continually notice their performance. I know this sounds like typecasting but it will help you understand how to better manage.
Starters
As the name implies, they are the first out of the gate to start something. They are most productive at the genesis of an idea or before a project starts. These people get things going and always want to jump onto the next big idea. They bore easily and don’t like the mundane. Some can fall into the higher life form category as well. Starters are also good at meeting customers since they want to be involved in the latest and greatest. Do be cautious that they don’t commit you to something you cannot execute on since they will be eager to do new things.
Manageable Chunks
Having a starter work on planning the next project is something they really enjoy. Anything that it is new and exciting will get them going. Breaking through the starters weaknesses is a little more challenging. Since they bore easily, it is best to break things up into manageable chunks that afford little wins. This reinforces that finishing is just as important as starting, which is what you want them to do more. You can also have a finisher mentor them.
Finishers
Finishers want to ship the best product they can and want to know exactly when that can happen. Nothing satisfies them like the details of getting stuff done. They really drive the last 20% of a project. These are your checklist people. These people are the ones who fret over how the logo looks on the package or where to put the dialog box. They want to see the product out and being used whereas the starter could care less about that. Finishers usually mature into program managers. They sometimes struggle with starting because they want to finish what they are presently doing. They also tend to over-plan so they can know exactly then they will be done.
The Details May Make The Devil
Finishers thrive on crisp requirements and well defined timelines. They do a great job at ensuring everything is ready to release. That is why you find most migrating into program management. Catering to the finisher’s strengths means controlling your starter’s overwhelming desire to add more features and functions as they start working. This drives a finisher insane. Developing the finisher’s weaknesses involves getting them to understand that requirements can change and that sometimes the end state is moving or unclear. Getting them involved at the start of a project allows them to see the potential issues ahead of time. This allows them to move a little more toward a starter.
Scientists
These are your thinkers. They can spend all day thinking about a problem without doing any visible work. They enjoy deriving equations. Scientists like to understand how things work and why they break. Usually, they have a hard time finishing because they are busy understanding everything and also have a hard time starting for the same reason. These people are your technical conscience. When they worry, you should take notice.
Go Deep
Scientists are great at figuring out if your whacky product idea has a chance of working. They are also great at troubleshooting difficult issues since they are deep thinkers that are a great asset to a struggling mechanic. Developing a scientists past their weaknesses requires setting limits on what is good enough. Perfection is the curse of the scientists. You can get over this hurdle by giving them well defined tasks to finish. This will reinforce the value of finishing as well as show them that good enough does work.
Mechanics
Nothing makes a mechanic happy like getting stuff done. They just love finishing tasks and checking it off their mental checklist. They tend to not care too much about how things work – just that they work. They tend to be good at fixing things but not at explaining why things are broken. Mundane tasks are fine with mechanics since it caters to their task completion desires. Mechanics do get stuff done but do more rework because they don’t fully think through the tasks they are doing. Mechanics are critical to any team since they do what scientists and starters get bored with. This puts the mechanic in the finisher category as well.
The Devils Minion
Just like a finisher, mechanics like well defined tasks with an end point. The more well defined the better. When you need to get a well defined task done, assign it to a mechanic. Mechanics’ main weakness is that they don’t like to think through a problem. They need to be taught that analysis and thinking are also valuable. They tend to get bored with these types of activities since they think they produce no real work. Developing them past this usually requires a scientist mentor or a well defined research task that caters to their getting stuff done mentality. They are the work horse of a group.
Solution #21B: Understand Peoples’ Work Habits
There are lots of different work habits. Some people, just want to get their job done and go home while others will work hard to get ahead. Figuring out these work habits will allow you to manage your team better.
Solid Citizen
These people get stuff done and are consistent. They are always willing to help out and don’t shy away from doing the mundane. You always know what to expect and they rarely disappoint. Solid citizens want to please and can be starters, finishers, scientists or mechanics. They should make up the core of your group. Solid citizens want to succeed and do interesting work. They will always do what is best for the group. Your job is to keep things interesting so they stay engaged. Given enough training and mentorship, some will develop into superstars. When that happens, you need to make a decision about whether you can keep them engaged enough to stay.
Superstar
Superstars have the whole package. The team respects them for their technical ability and will routinely approach them for advice. You build teams around superstars. These people know what they are doing, want to learn and grow and are excellent mentors. They can sometimes get full of themselves but are easily brought back down to earth. Superstars have that unique blend of smarts and people skills that make then natural team leaders.
Your Replacement
Superstars will want your job one day. You should by happy to groom them for it and ensure that they are given opportunities to advance. Their only weakness is the higher life form transformation risk. You really need to prevent this by mentoring them in good management skills and knocking them down to earth with challenging projects that might fail. This reinforces that they can fail and that gives them humility. You can have too many superstars since they tend to want a lot of attention. Keeping them engaged is also challenging.
Walking Wounded
For some reason, the walking wounded have checked out. They used to contribute as a solid citizen or even a superstar but for some reason, they are now a shell of their former self. The walking wounded are usually burned out or upset at some circumstance that, to them, seemed unfair. Maybe they did not get the promotion or the project they were working on got canceled. Whatever it is, you need to figure it out fast or they will spiral out of control and bring your whole group down with them. Some walking wounded you just can’t reach and you need to let them go.
Situation Normal, Not Likely
The person that gets into the walking wounded mind frame is easily frustrated. They have a strong sense of right and wrong in terms of how it effects them but a limited world view. You need to get them out of this mind frame and back to their former self. Dealing with them can be tricky because the direct questions of how are things, usually get the “I’m fine” response or the blank stare of why are you wasting my time. So then, how do you figure out what is going on? For starters, ask someone that is close to them or better yet, have someone you trust get it out of them. Once you understand the issue, then you need to directly address it via candid dialog. Then you can start to determine if you can rectify the situation. The sooner you can bring them back to being productive, the better.
Higher Life Forms
These people are in a class of their own and usually have an ego to prove it. They typically are starter-scientists who think they know everything. These people can make your life a living hell. They tend to question everything and can’t understand why management makes such stupid decisions. To them, all of their ideas are good. What they lack is an ability to admit that other approaches are just as good. These are your prima donnas. Dealing with them is difficult because they do have good ideas and do great work when they engage. The problem is they are so full of themselves that getting past the ego is almost impossible. These types can turn into walking wounded quickly, especially when you try to improve them past their weakness.
Isolate The Isotope
When you have a higher life form among your group, try and give them tasks that are independent from your core group. Things like defining new products or thinking about future directions. This is what they are best at. The day to day grind frustrates them because they think they are beneath it. It is hard to change a higher life form; developing them beyond their “my way is the only way” attitude takes a lot of work. If you catch one early, you may have a shot. The best way to bring them down to earth, is have them under a well respected technical lead or project manager that can demonstrate to them that they don’t have all of the answers.
Consider Your Boss Part Of Your Team
I am sure there are plenty more types but these tend to work for me. It is important to place your team into some type of categories so that you can better understand how they work. You should also consider your boss as part of your team. That might seem odd at first but you do need to understand their strengths and weaknesses. The key to understanding your boss is your one on one. This will give you a clear clue as to what type they are.
Setup For Success
Knowing your team’s strengths and weaknesses as well as their work habits will allow you to maximize their productivity. There is nothing more counter productive than assigning a task that they cannot be successful at. Knowing everyone’s strengths, weaknesses and work habits also allows you to cross train your group. Getting the mix right is also important. Hiring the right mix will ensure your groups success.
Additional Solutions
Solution #11:Pay The Pig – Silly Traditions, Awards and Punishments
Solution #20: Understand The Root Of Employee Issues
Solution #22: Assholes Need Not Apply
* * * *
Symptoms
Rigid world view
Inflexible given contradictory information
Talking down to peers
Private discussions differ from public disclosures
Can’t understand why management doesn’t get it
Solution #22: Assholes Need Not Apply
Hiring your team is going to be a big part of your job. Hiring the right mix of staff with the right skills and attitude will be a constant struggle. Having your current staff involved in the hiring process is essential. They will have to work with the new hire and their feedback will tell you a lot about the candidate. Most candidates will try and kiss up to the hiring manager, so you will not really know what they are like until they have to deal with peers and subordinates. One of the most telling signs is how the candidate treats your receptionist. Treating a receptionist poorly shows that the candidate only cares about people above themselves, which is a big red flag.
Ego Is Evil
Candidates with huge egos are to be avoided at all costs. Ego is the biggest evil because it blinds people from their faults and alienates the people around them. The superstar egomaniac is just not worth it. They will suck up your management bandwidth disproportionately to their contributions and will set the wrong example to the rest of the team. Smoking out an egomaniac can be tricky. They are usually really good at saying the right thing. The best way to reveal them is to send your most junior staff in to see how they treat them. Also, if they say “I” a lot instead of “we” or “my team”, then they might think that they were solely responsible for their teams success. A great book on uncovering egomaniacs and assholes is Robert Sutton’s “The No Asshole Rule: Building a Civilized Workplace and Surviving One That Isn’t.” In it, he details all of the signs of assholes and how to deal with and avoid hiring them. I have used some his techniques and they work pretty well.
It’s Not The Answer, It’s The Process
Hiring technical talent is different from the rest of the organization since you will have to evaluate two distinct categories: their technical skill and their cultural fit. The technical skills are usually pretty easy to assess. I usually have my most senior engineers drill them on technical questions. The point is not to try and trick people on technical questions. Usually, they are nervous enough that any tricks you play will only make them frustrated or worst yet, latch up. Technical questions should be relevant to the position and based on what they put on their resume. Good technical questions usually involve a whiteboard discussion on how to solve a problem. These interactive questions are a great way to see how a candidate thinks. A candidate’s approach to solving a problem, for me, is far more important than them solving the problem. Even if a candidate does not know the answer to your technical question, ask them how they would get the answer. That answer is a good indication on how they deal with setbacks.
Cultural Fit, First And Foremost
How a candidate fits into your group’s culture is far more important than their overall technical skill. Don’t get me wrong, they need to know what to do but they don’t have to be an expert. I weigh the culture fit as well as their attitude far more than technical skill. For me, someone with intellectual curiosity and the desire to improve their technical skill trumps the skilled “expert” asshole every time. At some point, everyone has to learn their craft; the ones that realize that to truly stay relevant, they have to continuously improve themselves and learn new things are the people you want. These are the “I can learn how to do that” type of people. These are the people with heart that will work hard to not let you down. You want them on your team.
Smarter Than Me, Really?
Another hiring criteria you should adhere to is to hire people smarter than you. This ensures that your team talent is constantly fresh. Being smarter than the boss implies that your candidates know the latest and greatest technology and also ensures that you will not fall into the technical contributor trap (e.g. doing more technical work than management work). Hiring smart people can be subjective since being smart can be domain specific. Make sure you are calibrated to the right type of smarts, ask your team to evaluate the candidate’s smarts for the job. Doing your own evaluation is a good idea too. If you were a technical contributor in your former life, probe the candidate on their specific approaches to see if they are stuck in the past or advancing with technology.
Like Anything, Have A Process
Interviewing does take a lot of time. It involves a lot of research and preparation before and after each interview. To best deal with this, you need to setup an interview process that makes it easy on you and your staff. Remember, it is best that your whole staff interview each new team member. Some of your staff will be used to vet the candidates technical ability while others will deal with the cultural fit questions. As a manager, you will need to coordinate all of this and feed the process with candidates. The process that works for me is as follows:
Gather resumes from people you know and trust, then from ads.
Phone screen each candidate before you bring them in.
When you bring the candidate in, have an agenda as well as copies of their resume.
Bring your group together beforehand and assign each with specific topics. That way, you can cover all of the bases.
During the interview, leave time for the candidate to ask questions. If they have none, that is a red flag. Everyone should have questions about their future employer.
After the interview, get together as soon as you can with your team to debrief. The sooner the better. If you can’t get a face to face meeting together, have them send you email.
My rule is that everyone has to approve the candidate for the next level or we will pass on them.
Check their references – both the ones they give you and through your network. Do this even if everyone on your team thinks they are great. It sounds basic, but some people trust their teams first impressions too much. The only exception is if you know them personally.
Follow-up with the candidate whether or not you will make them an offer. It shows that you respect them and their time.
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