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About a year after we went public, we started discussing the fact that 

we’ve grown to a point where we had a lot of managers around 

the globe. Many of us were brand new managers - although many had 

a good deal of experience. People in the company were having widely 

varying experiences with their managers. We wanted to know what 

distinguished good managers from not so good. So we did a survey and 

used the information from that survey to start painting a picture of best 

practices for management in the company - and we organized them 

into competencies.

From there, we developed live, interactive sessions (we called them 

“Managing @ Zendesk”). Not classroom trainings, mind you. These were 

forums to discuss the best practices—including debate—from which we’d 

edit and adapt our understanding. This wound up being a doc that 

added new best practices over time and, occasionally, struck some 

from the record. In these sessions, there were no slides. We essentially 

devoted one hour to each competency. We had up to ~20 people per 

session and the sessions themselves were six hours total, divided into 

two days (generally three hours in the afternoon on day 1, and then three 

hours in the morning on day 2). This was inspired by sessions developed 

by Dick Costolo and Kim Malone-Scott at Twitter.

Being a good manager is really f*cking hard. Think of the best  

manager you’ve worked with. They made it look easy, right? Well, it’s not. 

Heck, think of the worst manager you’ve ever worked with. The impact 

you have as a manager is immense. No pressure, right? Well let’s discuss 

what we think it means to be a good manager at Zendesk.

We’ve compiled this guide describing best practices, organized by 

competencies, that have been sourced through a number of channels 

(articles, tweets, hallway conversations, hallucinations). A lot of it is 

already public, as you’ll see. We’re calling it (Gavin Rossdale singing) 

Management Zen. We’re sharing it here, for free, in the hopes that it 

fosters additional curiosity for people wanting to become better  

managers - either at our company or another. We don’t believe in a  

“one-size-fits-all” approach to management, but this represents a lot of 

what’s important to us. 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ps317u9Rhl0


This was a very effective way to socialize the learnings in this guide. 

All you need is a whiteboard and a group of people interested in 

management basics and you’ve got yourself a good way to build an 

understanding of what good management looks like.
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First tip we impart: any meeting or initiative of importance should have 

a “POP” which means a 1) purpose, 2) outcome, and 3) process. For this 

doc, we have outlined it as such:

 

• Purpose - Arm managers with the basics of what we 

feel is good management.

• Outcome - Managers (and “pre-managers”) walk away 

with clarity on practices we believe are core to being  

a good manager and feeling more equipped to put 

them into practice. Note that this won’t get into  

logistical basics (e.g., “How do I get a compensation 

increase approved?”), but rather of the best practices 

we believe in.

• Process - We’ll be going through content roughly 

organized in six chapters (or competencies).  

 

 

The POP of This Doc

MANAGEMENT ZEN

– 4 –



 

 

In a live session, we’d be speaking, at max, roughly 30% 

of the time. But alas, this is a doc. And so: I’ll explain 

the topic more didactically. I’ll have various articles and 

research points I’ll cite along the way. Maybe a few 

diagrams if I’m feeling spicy. 
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Management can have a huge impact on people and teams - both 

positive and negative. Managers can have widely varying styles. On one 

end of the spectrum, you can have a manager who is insanely autocratic. 

An authoritarian. Dictator. Marked by delusions of command and control. 

And then on the other end of the spectrum is a “laissez-faire” manager - 

one who doesn’t take control at all. Let them fend for themselves!  

Let them eat cake! 

Both are horrible options in our view. And yet it’s surprisingly frequent for 

people—at even the highest levels of an organization—to at least exhibit 

tendencies of both.

At Zendesk, we believe the role of the manager is to enable your staff to 

be great. To give them the information and tools they need, to remove 

barriers, and do everything possible for them to unlock their potential 

and do their job to the best of their ability. This aligns well to how we 

think of Zendesk’s customers. We believe that more engaged employees 

will equate to more engaged customers, which will be good for us. And 

our employees are actually our customers, right? This aligns to a style of 

management called “servant leadership.”

Setting the Stage

http://www.forbes.com/sites/blakemorgan/2015/03/04/happy-employees-equals-happy-customers/#6e349a9e5147
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Servant_leadership


Making the transition to management, or shifting to a servant leadership 

model, can be tricky. You may have found yourself in management 

because you were a great engineer or accountant, and your functional 

proficiency got you accolades and a new role of “manager” bestowed 

upon you. But here is the rub: you are no longer supposed to be that 

great engineer or accountant. You are serving a team of engineers now. 

To rethink your role as a servant rather than some power you own - that 

is step 1. You are here to help ensure your employees have what they 

need to be great - a player-coach who helps unlock their potential. And 

everything past this point should be viewed with that lens in mind.

A brief aside in the event you have just recently have transitioned to 

management for the first time: congratulations! No doubt you’ve been an 

outstanding individual contributor and have demonstrated the potential 

to lead. Welcome to one of the most difficult challenges you’ve likely 

faced in your career to date: the move from teammate to leader. Your 

relationships are immediately different with everyone on your new team - 

whether you realize it or not. The first thing to remember is that while the 

people have not changed, and you feel like you have not changed,  

the situation has. And with that change comes a need to acknowledge 

and embrace it.
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The framework we like to apply to this situation is that of friendliness - and 

understanding the difference between friend and friendly. The difference 

is subtle but important: you want to remain friendly with everyone on 

your team but you also need to acknowledge that as “the boss” you have 

to treat everyone fairly. This means your relationships with people who 

used to be your peers will adapt to the new dynamic between you. It is 

OK to be caring, even close, with the people on your team but doing so 

where the center of the relationship is now about the work. As the leader 

of the team, it is up to you to set the boundaries and the definition of the 

relationship with each member of your team.

With that said, let’s now get into “what good looks like” as a manager.
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As mentioned, we are organizing our thoughts here in six competencies. 

Each competency (listed in bold) has “sub-topics” and so here are the six 

with their related topics:

The Six Competencies

 

1.  Communication, Trust & Respect

2.  Direction Setting, Prioritization & Decision Making

3.  Motivating & Recognizing

4.  Conflict Management, Feedback & Developing

5.  Hiring, Onboarding & Diversity

6.  Change Management & Removing Roadblocks
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Communication, 
Trust & Respect

This first competency is the basis by which you’ll succeed or fail in the 

rest. Communication, trust, and respect. Think about each of these three 

things as a three-legged stool - and the seat of the stool is a relationship. 

You build relationships with your colleagues through communication, 

trust, and respect. If you only have one or two with someone - but not all 

three - you don’t really have a relationship with that person. And by that 

token, you won’t accomplish anything of note with each other.  

Or rather, it is very hard to work when you don’t communicate with 

people. Or you don’t trust them. Or they don’t trust you. Or they don’t 

respect you. Or your relationship lacks the trust and respect that allows 

real communication to occur. 

You start each new journey of managing by building relationships and 

you do that by fostering communication - and through that, trust and 

respect. Think about being a brand new manager for a team. Start with 

communication and specifically start by establishing 1:1s. 

Yep: 1:1’s. We think you should have them. Weekly or bi-weekly.  

Either way, this is the recurring forum by which you’ll share information 



Anything over 10 direct reports tends to be unsustainable regarding your 

bandwidth and the individual’s engagement. 

That said, here are some thoughts on the other types of communication 

forums that we think are helpful:

with your direct report (relevant to them) and they’ll have dedicated time 

to share information with you. In your first 1:1’s, you’ll want to ask questions 

that help you get a sense of who your direct report is. Be curious about 

them. Continue to show curiosity throughout your relationship. Ask how 

they are doing. After 3-4 1:1s - you should have a good sense of what your 

employee values, what motivates them and their career ambitions.

As for the agenda of the 1:1 itself, that is up to you. Some people subscribe 

to a belief that 1:1’s are the direct report’s time, meaning the agenda is 

solely up to them. But that does it a disservice. More so, think of it as 

a sacred time you commit to each week. You should have agenda items 

as well - perhaps ongoing coaching, feedback on projects, or some news 

that will be of relevance just to them. You should make your agenda items 

clear, in advance, so your staff know what to expect and to  

come prepared.

Stick to them. Yes, stick to your 1:1s. Keep them for your staff and make 

them important to you. Use a shared doc to keep tabs of your agenda for 

each session and a record of what you talked about in the past.  

Maybe occasionally make it a walking meeting (research shows that 

people are more prone to creativity when there is activity involved).  

You might find that having recurring 1:1’s is hard to do if your span of 

directs is quite large. On this point alone, we’d recommend trying to keep 

your number of direct reports low if you are relatively new manager. 
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• Staff meetings: Whereas a 1:1 should be about topics 

relevant to you and your direct report, the staff meeting 

would be about bringing a group together to share info 

relevant to all (e.g., a cascade of information from next 

level management). Also a good opportunity to bring 

global teams together to hear about things that are 

jointly on their minds - whether it’s something abstract 

(like dynamics in the team) or specific (e.g., a project 

update that one of the individuals wants to share).  

You might consider making your staff meetings a “stand-

up” to keep energy high or make them go quickly. 

• Retrospectives: Also known as post-mortems.  

Whether it’s wrapping up a big technical project,  

 

 



 

 

finalizing an acquisition, or just on the heels of an effort 

where a lot of energy was spent, doing a retrospective 

is a good way to ensure learnings from the effort 

(whether it was pain or best practices) are captured and 

people have a voice that is heeded. If a retrospective 

has value, it results in concrete actions rather than 

just a set of feelings with no discernible outcomes. 

Interestingly: Huggy Rao talks about “pre-mortems”  

as an alternative - i.e., spend time before the effort kicks 

off and discuss all the ways it could go wrong and how 

to avoid that. 

• Integration meetings: If you’re just starting out as a 

new manager for an intact team - or you’re bringing 

multiple groups together for the first time under you  

(e.g., as part of a re-org), you might consider an 

integration meeting. This is basically a session lasting 

a few hours where, with a facilitator present (ideally), 

you’ll ask the team about what is going well, what is not 

going well, what do they hope to achieve in the future, 

and what do they fear or want to know more about  
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These are a few helpful forums by which you could impart information, 

meaning, and context. Through communication, you’ll start to build 

more trust and respect. Besides communicating (and sometimes over-

communicating), how does one foster trust and respect? A couple 

concepts come to mind:

 

 

 

from you. A lot of this would be answered without you  

in the room and you would then come back in, with 

the facilitator, to go into it. The point is to share a lot of 

information right off the bat and set context for who you 

are so there are no mysteries as you start to reach out 

and set new direction. 

• Encouraging dissent: This may seem counter-intuitive, 

but one of the hidden hallmarks of a dysfunctional  

team is one in which don’t challenge ideas / approaches 

/ views. If they just challenge people - that is a problem.  

 

 



  

 

But you want your team to feel comfortable speaking 

up in order to avoid group think. As artfully described 

in World War Z with Brad Pitt, the Israeli military actually 

has a concept called the “10th Man” whereby the 

10th person in a military unity is expressly required to 

challenge a course of action - regardless of whether 

they agree with it or not. The reason for this is to ensure 

the course of action is as well thought out as it can be. 

The point here: you can’t just assume a silent room is in 

agreement. You either have to ask if anyone disagrees 

or make clear that silence will mean agreement. 

• Scale without knowing the answer: Another one that 

tends to be counter-intuitive, but more in the moment 

rather than here on paper. As your responsibility 

and scope grow, it’s less and less likely you’ll have 

an immediate answer to a very specific question or 

dilemma posed to you by one of your team members. 

You shouldn’t strive for having all the answers at all 

times. What you should strive for is being open and 

attentive to your staff. Sometimes it’ll require you to  
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commit to helping the individual find the answer, 

but rarely should you be the gate-keeper for all the 

answers. If that is the case (i.e. the team can’t function  

without your knowledge and skill and availability to 

answer myriad questions), there is something wrong. 

Think of your goal here, as you scale, as asking 

more questions and providing less answers. Some 

of your most rewarding experiences as a manager 

will be watching people overachieve your (and their) 

expectations.



Finally, the last concept on trust is a model called the Trust Equation.  

Here it is:
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In its most simple form, it means that as your credibility, reliability, and 

intimacy go up, and your self-orientation goes down, you build greater 

levels of trust. It breaks down like this: 

Again, you want to foster communication, trust, and respect as the 

foundation of your relationships with your staff and, to the extent you 

have healthy relationships with your staff, the next competencies will be 

much easier to achieve. If not, it gets more difficult (sadface). Here we go 

then - bravely into (extremely dramatic music playing as you flip to the 

next page)...

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Credibility - tell the truth and, when you don’t know the 

answer, admit as such and commit to circle back

2. Reliability - follow through on your commitments

3. Intimacy - treat your relationships as special and 

important. And finally, for self-orientation, make their 

concerns your concerns.

http://bpls.ca/understanding-the-trust-equation-by-charles-h-green


If you have established healthy relationships with your team, you are 

going to be able to start setting direction. Setting direction is important 

because without direction, how will you motivate your staff (next 

competency) or give them feedback on what your expectations are 

(spoiler alert: third competency). Setting direction is telling a story - it’s 

not just about what the myopic goal might be for this week. It’s about 

where we’re going and why. It’s about purpose. And this, we find, is an 

increasingly important aspect of employee engagement.

Direction Setting, 
Prioritization & Decision Making
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Think of setting direction being accomplished across differing levels of 

nuance and specificity, depending on what is needed. Here’s an example 

pyramid:

At the top and middle is where you have the vision / mission / strategy 

- this is largely the story you want to tell. The vision is what is supposed 

to inspire and the mission / strategy gives more clarity on the team’s 

purpose and how we’re going to set out on the vision / mission.  

And finally, goals are the actual specific things we’re going to do near 

term. You’ll operate most often in the goals, which comprise your weekly 

/ monthly / quarterly activities. But if you skip discussion on the vision / 

mission / strategy, you may lose the “so what” factor in aligning energy 

and momentum.

It might be that you have the benefit of a very clear vision / mission 

already described by your next level leader. Great! If not, you shouldn’t 

hesitate taking a stab at it for your own team. 

At Salesforce, this framework is called V2MOM. More simplistically,  

it’s the OKR framework, made popular by Andy Grove and subsequently 

at Google and an assortment of other tech companies. 

http://www.utm.my/about/files/2011/07/vision-mission-goals.jpg
http://www.utm.my/about/files/2011/07/vision-mission-goals.jpg
https://www.salesforce.com/blog/2013/04/how-to-create-alignment-within-your-company.html
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The OKR framework is a very simple framework any manager can use to 

manage team or individual goals. Here’s the gist:

More information (and a sample framework) found here. The objective 

can be a little vague, but the key result should be more specific. A sales 

objective example could be “accelerate recurring revenue in the first half” 

and then a key result, for Q1, could be “deliver $3M USD in subscription  

 

Objectives: define 3-5 key objectives on company, team or 

individual level. Objectives should be ambitious, qualitative, 

time bound and actionable by the person or team.

Results: under each objective, you should have 3-4 key 

results. Key results should be quantifiable, achievable,  

lead to objective grading and be difficult, but possible.  

OKR results can be based on growth, performance, revenue 

or engagement, for eg. Ideally they have a numerical and 

related metric associated with it, but they can also show if 

something is done or undone, so a binary 0 or 1.

 

revenues on the growth platform for SMB customers” or whatever.  

A couple notes:

Now for the flipside of goals: they often suck. They can kill creativity. 

They can eliminate the white-space sandbox for innovative, talented 

people can play in. There has even been research dedicated to showing 

the destructive element of goals. There is a point where you can get so 

entrenched in the bureaucracy of goal-setting that you’re spending more 

time on the process than you are on actually achieving the goals you’re 

setting out on. OKR’s should foster clarity on the vision, mission,  

or strategy. In that sense, they should be in service to those things. 

 

• Objectives (like a vision or mission) can change less 

frequently than a key result. I.e. you might have the 

same objective for Q1 as you do for Q2 - just the key 

result changes.

• While the objective can be a little bit more gray then 

key results, the aggregate of any OKRs should still 

follow a SMART format.

https://medium.com/startup-tools/okrs-5afdc298bc28#.ytvjutdow
http://knowledge.wharton.upenn.edu/article/goals-gone-wild-how-goal-setting-can-lead-to-disaster/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/SMART_criteria
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Not the other way around. This is why we say “proceed with caution” 

when using them at the individual level.

All that said, we still ultimately believe that a goal-driven team is a 

strength and enables better management. One reason why goals 

sometimes elicit push back is that “creative tension” is ensuing. A good 

goal discussion will ultimately challenge assumptions. If it results in new 

direction, it can cause tension. That is not necessarily a bad thing,but it 

can sound and feel like disdain for the process itself, even though the 

disdain is actually about change.

Last thing on goals: be wary of dependencies. You might have the 

perfectly captured essence of goals your team needs to accomplish in 

the quarter. However,  if a good deal of them require delivery by another 

team, you’ll just want to make sure that other team is on the same page 

on your timeline and objectives.

Cool. So, now that you have a whole pile of goals. Time to prioritize.  

First: what makes a good goal?

Two interesting lenses:

 

 

 

 

• Assurance of delivery: consider two different goals 

- one you’d estimate an 80% chance of delivering on 

and the other you’d say is a 100% chance of delivery. 

I.e. the former has some risk to it. It may not succeed in 

the time-frame allotted - whereas you have no concerns 

on the latter. The latter, in essence, is not really a goal. 

It’s a given. It’s a duty or a workstream you’re probably 

going to do regardless. The 80% delivery goal involves 

a stretch - i.e. will have staff slightly in the to the right 

of middle on the anxiety-boredom continuum. Being 

slightly anxious about a goal is a better place to be than 

one that doesn’t cause us any worry whatsoever.

• ROI Quadrant: the other lens to consider in prioritizing 

your goals is around the feasibility vs. business value 

- or impact. Handy chart provided below. On feasibility 

- consider 80% chance of attainment (per prior bullet) in 

the “high” bucket.

http://www.forbes.com/sites/bruceupbin/2011/12/13/five-new-management-metrics-you-need-to-know/#2a7ba06f4dfa
http://sqlmag.com/site-files/sqlmag.com/files/archive/sqlmag.com/content/content/101833/figure1.jpg
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Speaking of charts: one exercise that may work for you when having to 

prioritize goals, or segment out when to do them, is a roadmap sticky 

exercise, sometimes known as the KJ technique. Say you instruct your 

team to think about the 5 most important things we (as a team) need to 

get accomplished in the year. They have 5 sticky notes - one for each 

thing. They complete these independently and then you ask them to go 

up to the whiteboard and stick them on the “quarter” where it’s most 

important to get it done by. You’ll see some common themes, which you’ll  

 

 

then group together. Exercises like this involve your team in the roadmap 

building process, invite discussion, and help foster buy-in on the tough 

decisions you’ll need to make on prioritizing.

Speaking of decision-making: someone somewhere said something like 

“decisions are like hot-air balloons. As you scale, more and more make 

their way up to you and you’ll be constantly trying to direct them back 

downwards.” I could be making that up. Point being, you don’t want to 

make all the decisions. But, on the other end of the spectrum, you can’t 

just delegate everything. You have to carefully delegate. Your staff must 

have accountability and authority for the decisions they’ll need to make.  

If you give them accountability, but no authority that’s a recipe for disaster.
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One way decision making and accountability can be clarified is by 

building a RACI or DARCI model. If you map out a RACI for your team, 

here is what you’re defining:

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Responsible: this this the person who’s doing a lot of 

the work. Sucker.

• Accountable: this is the senior person (often the boss of 

the “responsible” party) who is ultimately accountable 

for decisions and outcomes of the work.

• Consulted: people here may not work on the project or 

consider themselves accountable, but they want to be 

heard, dammit. 

• Informed: these folks don’t give a shit about the work 

and are too busy to offer an opinion, but I’ll be damned 

if they don’t deserve to be informed of the progress.

Filling out a RACI chart can be pretty boring. I mean, when was the last 

time you remembered thinking to yourself “if only I had a RACI chart for 

this, all our problems could be solved.” That’s because the end product of 

a RACI effort is usually not the value add - it was the discussion in getting 

to the final product. The final product is almost irrelevant.

One last caution on RACI: just the act of needing them, at times, can 

signal a deeper issue in the team that the RACI may not address, 

which is relationships. If the friction in the team—and disagreement on 

accountability therein—is actually coming from relationships, then the 

solution there is even less likely to be influenced by a RACI exercise 

and instead something more directed at the root cause of the conflict 

(communication, trust, respect).

One last word on this section and it deals with “disagree but commit.” 

Sometimes, as a manager, you’ll find that a particularly important decision 

for your team wasn’t the decision you wanted. Or you weren’t as involved 

as you’d like. Yeah, that will happen. Your natural tendency may be 

towards “commiseration” with the team - i.e.,  “So the powers that be 

decided that we’re going to kill the XYZ project. Yeah, I know. Ridiculous. 

Anyways, wasn’t my decision.” The problem there is you’ve effectively 

short-circuited any potential for progress on that decision with your team 

as they’re immediately seeing you as not onboard. And you did that 

because you wanted to commiserate.
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The tougher job in that situation was communicating an unpopular 

decision and you opted out of it. The toughest times in direction setting 

/ prioritizing / decision making will often entail times when you must 

disagree but commit. Your team won’t thank you for commiserating with 

them. They’ll want to see you have a clear head on how to manage 

through it. Your own personal feelings on the decision are less relevant. 

Show that later in a 1:1 if you must. Not publicly.

Alright. You have built relationships. You have set some direction. Hell, 

you’ve even prioritized a bit and made a tough decision or two. Nice! 

Now, you and your team are off and running but you’ve perhaps hit a lull. 

Your team needs a spark. Or a key individual needs a spark. What do  

you do? (Dennis Hopper  voice). What. do. you. do?

Here’s one point that is important to stand-on regarding motivation:  

more money is not the silver bullet to get your staff more motivated.  

In fact, the whole concept behind pay for performance is falling out  

of favor. In settings involving cognitive skill, pay for performance actually 

leads to the opposite of intended outcomes. It messes everything up! 

Read Drive by Daniel Pink if you haven’t already (or just watch the 

abbreviated version here, or his TED talk on motivation) - fascinating.

Now, that’s not to say that paying unfairly is okay. You want to pay just 

enough to remove pay as a concern. But exponential rates above that 

don’t do anything.

Motivating 
and Recognizing

http://www.amazon.com/Drive-Surprising-Truth-About-Motivates/dp/1594484805
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u6XAPnuFjJc
http://www.ted.com/talks/dan_pink_on_motivation


Instead of money as the main motivator, Daniel Pink describes three 

things (Autonomy, Mastery, and Purpose) as the more important 

motivators. When employees have those, they are more motivated and 

achieve higher levels of performance.

But maybe you don’t buy that. No worries. What do you think your 

employees are motivated by? Do you know? Here’s the rub: each of them 

are motivated by different things. Autonomy, Mastery, and Purpose may 

only roughly approximate the aggregate of your team. One of them, more 

specifically, may be more recently motivated by work-life balance due 

to changes in their personal situation, but maybe wouldn’t have said as 

much last year. Another may be more motivated by learning, or coaching. 

And yet still another may have compensation in their top-5 motivators 

(yeah I know, we said it’s not the primary motivator for most people - it can 

still be up there in ranking though).

Here’s the big take-away: you need to find out what your staff is 

motivated by. It is a necessary precursor to effective staff development 

(the next section). When you know the levers on your staff’s motivators, 

you will have solved a lot of the mystery on how to unlock their potential.

One very clever way to do this is with an exercise called the “motivational 

pie chart,” developed by Jen Dulski. In this exercise, you have the 

individual fill out a blank pie chart with as many pie pieces as they need  

 

to describe what motivates them. E.g., 50% is working on something 

that matters to me, 25% is being in a highly capable team, and 25% is a 

boss who coaches me. Then they indicate “red-yellow-green” for each 

motivator on whether it’s getting met or not. You talk through it with a 

focus on trying to understand what is making the “big motivators” yellow 

or red and aligning on a shared plan to address them.

Having an interest in how your folks are doing—and checking in 

occasionally like this—is key either way. But if you can gather an 

understanding of their motivators, that’s even better. 

Now that you know what motivates your staff, you’ll want  

to provide impactful recognition. What what makes for impactful 

recognition? Two things jump out:

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Explain the why - whether you recognize someone 

in public or private, whether it entails some award or 

just non-monetary praise, you’ll want to explain why 

something they did was so valuable. Too often we see 

some great work that a colleague did and we send an  
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Let’s talk a bit about disengagement. You’ve been trying your best to 

motivate and recognize your staff, but you have one team member in 

particular who just seems to be down/uninvolved/negative no matter 

what. And they are impacting the rest of the team with the dark cloud that 

is hovering over them. What do you do? Well, if you’re the San Francisco 

49’ers, you help that employee get a job with the Michigan Wolverines. 

But if you’re not the 49’ers, here are some tips:

 

 

email back with “THANK YOU!” or tell them “hey, that 

was great” and that was it. Taking a moment to reflect 

with them on the why will go a long way. 

2. Make it unexpected - while it’s nice to have a 

“recognition” spot on your recurring staff agenda, or 

have an “employee of the quarter” award for your team, 

research shows that when recognition is not expected, 

it motivates the individual so much more. It also helps 

avoid people “gaming” the system to gain a short-term 

reward while losing sight of the bigger picture.

 

1. Understand what is going on: If you think someone is 

down, they probably are. You’re probably picking up 

on cues, however subtle they may be. Maybe lower 

participation in meetings, lower effort, silly mistakes 

happening. In addressing it, you may want to use the 

observation inference model. Basically that means you 

start with what you’re observing (“Hey Sarah, I wanted 

to chat with you about some things I’m observing) and 

then give your direct report the floor to talk about what 

it might mean. If helpful to spur the conversation,  

you might explain that, from those observations,  

you worried about their engagement (“I may be wrong, 

but my hunch was that those things could’ve been a 

byproduct of you not feeling it at work lately”) and then 

explain why that is important (“I just worry a bit about 

that because I want you to feel you’re able to unlock 

your potential”). 

2. If there is a disengagement issue, determine whether 

it’s solvable: Most causes of disengagement for your 

staff can be solved for. You co-own those with your  
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When we talk about disengagement, we should talk about what to do if 

someone on your team resigns. First, don’t panic. Second, resist the urge 

to immediately go into “save mode.” What is save mode? Save mode is 

about trying to figure out what will make them stay. Often times when 

managers go into save mode, they first wonder how much money this 

other offer is going to get them - and then figure out how to get them 

more money so they will stay. But the problem is, money is generally not 

the reason someone picked up the phone to talk to a recruiter months 

 

 

direct report. A word of warning: some of them can 

tie back directly to how you’re managing. Self-aware 

managers will embrace that and acknowledge their 

style can be directly impacting their staff in a negative 

way - so you want to think about what you can do 

differently to better engage your staff. Then again,  

some of them will be your direct reports to solve for.  

It could be that what they are currently doing is no 

longer what they want to do in life. At least you can 

arrive at that point and then come up with a  

shared plan.

ago. It’s generally non-monetary issues that were frustrating them  

(not liking what they’re doing, not gelling with their manager, not learning, 

not getting feedback, etc.).

One other caution here: once someone has made a decision to leave, 

it’s rare that the individual will actually stay long-term past that. Point 

being: temper your expectations about being able to save someone who 

is leaving, and avoid rushing to the assumption that money is the root 

cause of it. What you should do is have a genuine conversation with them 

- particularly if they are a valued employee and you’re surprised at the 

news. Ask caring, empathetic questions. Share what you’re hearing as 

soon as you can with your functional leadership and People Ops partner. 

Make the situation comfortable for the person. They are likely to feel 

really awkward; being cared about and being made comfortable will go 

a long way. When an employee says they are leaving, you should ask: 

“have you made your decision or would you like to talk about it?” If they 

say the decision is made - which will probably be the case more often 

than not - then the conversation should naturally segway into  

transition planning.

After that, your HR partner will be curious to know what is going on and 

when the person’s last day will be. They’ll work with you on logistics.  

Note that we don’t attempt to fit the person’s resignation in a particular 

box. Exit interview data is really specious. More so the HR partner will be 

curious, just like you were. The transition, from there, will largely be 
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back on you and your staff member. Don’t shy away from celebrating the 

person though. Assuming they made a valuable impact to the team, and 

spent a good deal of time at the company, try to make sure they know 

that they were indeed valued.

We’ve talked about building relationships with your team as step #1.  

And then setting direction as step #2, and then finally motivating them  

in order to make progress against that direction. But sometimes things  

get off track. In some cases, you will have a key team member leave.  

Still, at other times, you’ll have a challenge on your hands around 

coaching a key team member who is not performing great. We talk about 

conflict, feedback, and development together as they are often linked. 

Addressing a difficult conflict in the team is often predicated around 

giving tough, fair, but direct feedback to someone close to you.  

That feedback, if impactful, is key to their development.

The core of progress is tension. You can’t really have an impactful 

conversation with someone (and drive change around behaviors or 

performance) without it.

This tension barrier, and an EQ barrier, are the two biggest obstacles  

to meaningful feedback and addressing conflict. More specifically:

Conflict Management, 
Feedback & Development
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Going back to our first section: the extent to which you have built 

communication, trust, and respect will go a long way towards breaking 

these barriers. On the first one, what is ultimately required is courage.  

On the second one, although EQ and self-awareness are hard to teach, 

you can help mitigate these by making sure the person knows before 

hand that the conversation could be tough, and that they need to go into 

a mode of “seeking to understand” vs. explaining / defending. 

On courage: Kim Malone-Scott talks about a concept we should optimize 

for called “radical candor” - and yet we often fall into a trap of “ruinous 

empathy” or “obnoxious aggression” (which so called “jerks” often veer 

into when giving feedback). Here is that grid: 

 

• The tension barrier: When we know we have a difficult 

message to deliver, we recoil away from it. Particularly 

if we have yet to build a lot of experience in tough 

conversations. We manage this tension barrier by 

putting off the tough message. Or, worse yet, we have 

the conversation but in a manner that is so oblique as to 

leave the person with no different understanding than 

before. Breaking through this barrier is the obligation 

of the feedback giver. Great managers embrace the 

tension barrier.

• The Emotional Quotient (EQ) barrier: aka the “self-

awareness” barrier. There is an increasing sentiment 

that EQ is critical to success. The issue here is how the 

person responds or orients themselves when hearing 

tough feedback. Ever try to give feedback to someone 

who deflects it at every turn? Or immediately goes into 

“let me explain” mode? For that person, even if you 

break through the tension, the issue might be that their 

EQ simply won’t allow them to hear the message.  

 

 

 

 

 

They get frustrated so much that they simply can’t 

welcome the feedback, to their detriment. Breaking 

through this barrier is the obligation of the feedback 

recipient.
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This is similar to the Thomas-Killman Conflict Mode Instrument (TKI). 

In giving feedback, you’ll be much better prepared to deliver “radical 

candor” if it’s against expectations that have been clear. This goes back 

to the direction setting section. Another tool that helps here is a clearly 

written job description that outlines a “success definition” i.e. what good 

looks like against functional and behavioral expectations. We’ll get to 

job descriptions in a bit. Let me expand a bit more on functional vs. 

behavioral….

 

You can envision all your colleagues performing at differing levels 

against a matrix of functional results vs. behaviors. Or accomplishments 

vs. relationships. One’s work goals are often dictated on the results line 

- but it’s the behaviors line (which is equally important) where often the 

toughest conversations are oriented. You can have someone who is a 

behaviors role model, the “culture champion” who everyone loves. But if 

they are not getting anything done, than that is still a tough conversation 

to be had. And then perhaps even tougher is the person who is getting 

breakthrough results - but at the expense of relationships on the team 

or peer teams. This person may envision themselves as a star - and any 

tough feedback about behaviors directed their way will be hard for them 

to take seriously. And yet, a tough conversation is needed.

In having that tough conversation, in either scenario, know in advance 

that it’s very likely the person will go through a “SARAH” cycle if the 

feedback is effective. Thats an inverse bell curve of emotions and it 

starts with immediately being sad, then quickly getting angry (maybe 

alternatingly), then rejecting the feedback - possibly in the conversation 

or immediately after, then finally accepting the feedback after some time 

processing it, then being happy enough to move on. A few more tips 

about how to have an effective feedback conversation:
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As you’re having direct conversations with your colleague about 

how they’re doing, know that you’re already doing so much for their 

development. In these conversations, you may find yourself touching 

on career aspirations for the individual. Feedback conversations about 

someone’s performance are often-times backwards-looking, whereas 

developmental conversations are more forward-looking. Your role in 

feedback is in holding up the mirror whereas your role in developmental 

conversations is in holding up a prism by which the individual can look 

through on their own. No one knows what is best for their career better 

than the individual. Rather than telling them the answers there, your value 

will be much greater if you simply ask them good questions and play a 

role of mentor. In having a career conversation, you’re less focused on 

getting understanding of their performance picture (and commitment 

/ plan to improve). Rather, you should be helping them flesh out their 

understanding of what could be ahead.

 

• Demonstrate active listening: or tough conversations 

that you’ve prepped for, you’ll naturally be aiming to 

“make a point.” Sometimes this is at the expense of 

actually listening to the other party. When the other 

party doesn’t feel like they’re being heard, you’ll have 

an impasse. Demonstrate active listening early on in  

the conversation by first starting with a question.  

Rather than go right into your point, ask them how  

they felt things were going, or how it went on the 

project which you’re about to give feedback on.  

Get an understanding of their state of mind.  

When you do make your points in the conversation 

and they offer up objections (or express some emotion 

about it), be sure to let them know you hear them and 

you understand their POV without backing away from 

your point and/or apologizing.

• Have the conversation ASAP - but when you’re ready: 

if you react to something in the moment and try to give 

feedback on something you’re still heated about,  

you may risk being out of control of your own EQ.  

 

 

 

 

If you wait too long (e.g., a week or more), the impact 

of the issue at hand will appear to lessen in importance 

over time. You’ll be the frog boiling in water.
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A good career conversation framework is a “horizon” chat. In this 

conversation, you ask your direct report to come to the next 1:1 ready to 

draw out their career on your whiteboard. They should start with the first 

professional job they had and put a bullet below it around what they liked 

and what they didn’t like. Then move on to the next. And then this is a line 

from left to right that will end in the current day job. Then a cloud is just 

to the right of that - and then the “future” is to the far right. They should 

capture the future job as their “end of the horizon” job i.e. what they want 

to be doing at the peak of their career. This could be something they 

capture as a title (eg. CTO) but ideally can express as a few bullets about 

what they want to see in that job (e.g., “purely strategic” or “oversight of 

xyz” or “work from the beach”). Your role in this conversation is to have 

them walk you through their career story. Show interest. Ask questions. 

Try to find themes around what they were optimizing for in each role,  

or what they learned vs. still have not learned. And then for what they 

want to do in the future, try to help them hone in on experiences they will 

want to get over the long-term that will help them along that path.

One last word on conflict, feedback, and development. Surely the 

toughest aspect of this section is facing a scenario where you might need 

to let someone go. You’ve tried direct conversations, you’ve outlined 

implications for failure, you’ve been as clear as you can be - and it’s just 

not improving.

That’s actually the key step: when, in your head, you know it’s no longer 

working (and you’ve sanity checked this with your own leadership and/

or People Ops liaison), then the key thing is to verbalize that live with 

your direct report. I.e. “Hey, this just isn’t working.” At that point, the 

conversation shifts from the Sisyphean challenge to one of determining 

the resolution. They may ask: “Does this mean you’re letting me go?” 

You might not be there yet. Don’t go there, in fact, until you’re actually 

ready to do that (and you have the right support / alignment from your 

leadership, People Ops liaison, Legal, etc.). More so, in that moment,  

you can respond with: “I don’t know yet what the right resolution is - I’d be 

interested to get your take. I just know we can’t go on like this.”

You might see if they can articulate a plan back to you on how they plan 

to address the issues (rather than you keep being the one trying to help 

give them a plan). What if they propose changing roles? Ah - interesting 

proposal. Here’s the trick: switching roles may be appropriate if the issue 

is that the person (for eg.) had a prior track record at the company of 

being a great Finance Analyst and now they are a in a Software Engineer 

role but clearly not showing the grasp of being able to code. I.e., it might 

be appropriate to help them find their way back to a function that they are 

clearly cut out for. But, if the issue is primarily behavioral i.e. the person is 

just hard to work with, not collaborating, not communicating effectively, 

not showing assertiveness, etc. - then actively, or even complicitly, being 

part of moving that person to another part of the org could be  
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disingenuous to the person and overall avoiding the tougher and right call 

for the organization.

Either way, when it comes to having to let someone go, this will be an 

extremely hard decision. The psychological effect can be huge -  

not only for the person impacted, but for you as well. Never face this 

decision alone. 

Note: a word on PIP’s (aka Performance Improvement Plans).  

Patty McCord has some wise on-the-record thoughts on this. The gist is:  

if you’re thinking of putting a PIP together for someone just as a 

procedural step to letting someone go, then it’s probably not the right 

thing to do. If you put someone on a PIP, it should be because 1) you 

believe the person can still improve and succeed but 2) you just want 

to provide absolute clarity around the expectations and implications for 

them given difficulty on this up till now. Also keep in mind that in some 

global jurisdictions, your direct report may come onboard as a new hire in 

an official probationary status. Make sure you know whether or not this is 

the case and what it means regarding their status pre and post-probation.

Alright, you have your team humming along. Great work! But now you 

need to scale the team. Or you have one very vital role you need to hire 

for. In any case, we’re talking about hiring great talent, onboarding them 

well, and building your team with a lens on diversity and inclusion.

Hiring is viewed by many as one of the most important jobs of the 

manager. It is painful when you get it wrong. But when you get it right,  

it can absolutely shift the overall operating prowess of a team into  

the green.

Let’s start with job number one for any scenario in which you know 

you need to hire someone: the job description. You damn right. The 

motherf*cking job description. It’s amazing how often we just breeze 

through this step. “Hey! Anyone got a template job description I can 

use? Let’s change the title and just fire that puppy up on the jobs board!” 

Really: take some time with this step. The job description is ground-zero 

for your hiring effort. It is also your primary window into you and your 

team for the average candidate. Now, you may say: “Yeah, but but not for 

senior level staff - they don’t even look at that thing.” Or “Engineers don’t  

Hiring, 
Onboarding & Diversity
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even apply for jobs - why go through the trouble of a job description?”

When you build a job description—particularly on a shared doc—you’re 

getting clear alignment across internal stakeholders as to what this role 

is all about, what it’s accountable for, what good looks like in the role, 

and what you want to see in the candidates. That alone makes it worth 

the time to do it. Let alone the articulation of that outside your walls. 

Candidates do want to know what is important to you and this is the first 

place they learn that info.

In building a job description, don’t just do it as an exercise to throw the 

kitchen sink of tasks, duties, and qualifications in it (BORING). Build it like 

it’s telling an exciting story. What are the stakes for this role (i.e., what 

challenge does the role need to address)? What would success look like 

for this role? Instead of just duties and tasks, what is the role responsible 

for delivering, solving, fixing, creating, etc.? And can you fit all that in 

one page? Multi-page job descriptions that feel like Tolstoy wrote them 

may as well go in the trash. Keep it simple enough so it grabs someone’s 

attention, they can “get it” relatively quickly, and then leave them wanting 

a bit more. I.e. don’t feel as you have to get every little thing on it.

Once you have the spec ready and get it to the Recruiter for posting,  

then the real work begins. Here are some things you can / should do  

from there:

 

• Get the word out on the role internally. Invite referrals. 

Ramp up awareness of the role internally! Did you know 

that referrals often comprise 40-50% of all hires and 

typically have great success rates?

• Get the word out on your LinkedIn and Twitter feed

As you’re doing that, sit down with your Recruiter to have an overall 

mind-meld kick-off on the role and discuss the process you want to run. 

I.e. how you want to handle initial screens, how many interview stages 

(and focus for each), and who you want to be on the panel (and what their 

focus areas should be for their relevant stage). Consider getting all those 

involved for a kick-off meeting.

As you start to build pipeline and start getting candidates in the mix,  

your assessment methodology will become critical. At a high-level: keep it 

simple. Avoid mixing scales and methodology (e.g., 1-5 over here, yes/no 

over there, “maybe” votes creeping in).
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The further down the funnel a candidate gets - the more people are 

burning calories assessing the candidate. Managers and recruiters should 

do everything they can to ensure that, as they move someone on to the 

next round, they feel very confident in the candidate’s abilities. It can be 

tough to wait for that perfect-enough candidate - but interview fatigue 

(having the team interview a bunch of people and never hiring anyone) 

needs to be avoided at all costs. Otherwise, eventually the team may 

just hire someone so they can stop interviewing! Interestingly: Google’s 

People Operations team found that having a candidate meet with any 

more than 4-5 interviewers could be counter-productive to the overall 

accuracy of the assessment process.

An important word on assessing: ultimately, you’ll be assessing the overall 

functional and behavioral chops of the individual. The manager should 

consider themselves the primary owner of the functional assessment - 

with a few select inputs. But the onsite interview panel is best considered 

for the behavioral assessment. This is the “will this person be a good 

teammate?” assessment. Let me put it to ya bluntly: leverage behavioral 

interviewing for this. It’s a scientifically proven methodology. In fact, make 

sure the entire panel is focusing their questions in a behavioral format. 

You might have one person focus on communication as a behavior, the 

next on collaboration, the next on assertiveness - but be sure to tie it back 

to what you’ve said is important on your job description! Don’t be lulled 

into “winging it” in the interview. Structured behavioral interviews have 

much better predictive validity than unstructured relational interviews.

You’ll find, as a hiring manager, that very thoughtful interview notes, from 

the assorted people who interview your candidates, are a gift. You will 

find it helpful, in a kick-off with them, to reinforce this fact. Encouraging 

each interview team member to submit their evaluation right after the 

interview is key. If they don’t get it in within 24 hours, it’s as good as 

lost. The fallback for this is to have an “interview huddle” where you get 

everyone in a room together to calibrate on evaluations.

OKAY! So now let’s say you’ve settled on your top candidate, worked out 

the compensation package with the Recruiter (as well as making sure it 

balances well with internal comp on your team) and you’ve made an offer. 

Maybe you’ve pulled in some senior leaders to help close - and BAMMO 

the person accepted! High fives all-around. Your job is over now, right?  

Au contraire. Now the real work begins. You must wow your new hire 

with an onboarding experience that is just as warm and exciting as the 

interview experience. The onboarding stage (notionally the first 90-days) 

is critical to the overall long-term retention of your new hire. People who 

have great onboarding experiences tend to stay longer than those who 

don’t - even if times get tougher later. The onboarding experience is the 

protective layer for your new hire.

Here’s what to do: build a plan. You can do that either by filling out a 

template that is non-linear or one that is linear and describes key things 

to do at (for eg.) the week-1, month-1, and quarter-1 scale.  

In either case, focus your direct report on first learning the organization 
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and building relationships. Then dipping into things to own, and then 

finally articulating a picture of what good will look like for them (eg. what 

they’ll have accomplished or a level they’ll be operating at) by the end of 

the 90-days. Some other tips:

 

•  

 

 

 

 

• Make that onboarding plan “shared” and allow others to 

see it and weigh in

• Build your cadence of 1:1’s with your new hire on week 1. 

Commit to your recurring check-ins right off the bat and 

have clarity on what you want to do in those. Create a 

doc for the 1:1 in particular that both you and your direct 

report can edit re: topics to discuss

• Do something special for that first week: take them out 

to lunch, drop a good book off on their desk that you 

think they’d like, etc.

A lens on this latter section is around “inclusion”– i.e., doing as much 

as you can to integrate and include your new hire in the team culture  

while also learning about them and what makes them comfortable. 

Diversity and inclusion go hand-in-hand. One must foster an environment 

where all teammates, no matter their differences (be in background, race, 

gender, philosophy, upbringing, sexual orientation, etc.), the environment 

you have in your team is such that it enables all your staff to bring their full 

potential to the workplace.

There is an endless source of research which shows diversity and 

inclusion is a competitive advantage. At this point, it’s rare for colleagues 

to “not be onboard” with D&I - but it’s common to subconsciously do 

things that subvert it. Consider the various statements in tech recently  

to the effect of “diversity is important, but we can’t lower the bar.”  

That in itself is a good example of an unconscious bias in action.  

You say “diversity is really important” but you automatically assume 

diversity inherently means lower talent levels.

Facebook has put out a tremendous series of vignettes on unconscious 

biases and I highly encourage you to watch them (here). Your goal on 

diversity and inclusion should be an introspective one. Being aware  

of how and where your unconscious biases play out, anywhere along  

the iceberg of diversity, is our ask of you. As a manager, discussing it  

as a team (and finding ways to counter-act it), is key.
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Here we are. My, have you grown in just a few short pages! Listen, I’ll be 

honest. All the content before this has been building you up just so you 

can do this one very important thing: manage change. In a static world, 

doing everything before this should be no problem. But it’s when you 

must manage change that all the prior sections become most critical.

Your role as both a manager is not just to maintain the status quo, but to 

enable your team to deliver new value, products, programs, and efforts 

that change the company fundamentally. As we scale, we will change.  

In fact, we must change. And yet, it’s human nature to fight change.  

It’s much easier to just keep doing a painfully slow process vs. using 

critical thinking to re-design a better process, get buy-in to that, train 

people on that, and then behaviorally align to the new process.  

The manager role here is critical.

Scaling = change. It changes how we work with each other, whom we 

work with, and in what context. Change impacts our relationships - and 

relationships are already complicated. We have to find new ways  

 

Change Management 
& Removing Roadblocks

MANAGEMENT ZEN MANAGEMENT ZEN

– 59 – – 60 –



 

Basically: any important / big change that impacts a group - regardless 

of whether it’s a fundamentally good or bad change - will typically result 

initially in shock, followed by a state of denial. Key here is to create 

alignment on what the change means. And then morale and competence 

in the change will dip into frustration - and you need to over-communicate 

here. And then overall mood hits the nadir. It’s here that you have to 

rally your team and shift them into a mode of actively experimenting 

/ grappling with the change which will develop their capability, which 

bleeds into a mode of actively deciding to work in the new framework 

and even sharing the learnings with others. What is interesting is many 

managers think their job in change management is over at the first or 

second step.
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of working, and new ways of working with each other, as we scale.  

Here’s the rub: our ability to manage change, as a company, rests with 

you. A pretty simple and intuitive model for how to think of change is the 

Kubler-Ross curve:

https://hbr.org/2014/10/the-key-to-change-is-middle-management/
https://hbr.org/2014/10/the-key-to-change-is-middle-management/


 

As for roadblocks you’ll encounter in managing change - they will 

often be behavioral. Those can include: pessimism in the team, lack of 

decisions or ownership, finger pointing. This will require you to be both 

empathetic to the challenge the team and individuals are facing,  

but be candid with individuals when you see them not role-modelling  

the behaviors you need to see.

Often times, people will just want to vent in the change process - which is 

not necessarily a bad thing. You’ll want to allow people to do this and give 

some space - and be judicious when to let someone know it’s time  

to move on. You might find practices like Lean, Kaizen, and Six Sigma 

helpful / interesting in managing certain types of change.

That’s it! We hoped you enjoyed this stuff. If not, then you are a horrible 

manager ( just kidding).
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Another interesting model for change management is the Kotter model, 

which describes more specific actions you take as change unfolds:

http://www.kotterinternational.com/the-8-step-process-for-leading-change/

